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Prologue

          Twelve Years Ago

        

      

    

    
      “What are you doing out here?”

      I found my grandfather kicking huge piles of leaves behind the restaurant he owned, a scowl on his face. His brow was large and often seemed over pronounced, at times reminding me of Frankenstein’s monster. This was one of those times.

      He flicked his eyes to me, clearly surprised to be caught doing … well, whatever it was he was doing. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I asked you first.”

      “I asked you second.”

      “First come, first served.”

      “Grandpa.” He thumped his chest. “Granddaughter.” He pointed at me.

      “Fine. Be that way.” I rolled my eyes and sucked in a breath. “Have you ever considered that I merely came out here to check on you? I mean … you are my grandfather. I have your very best interests at heart.”

      “Oh, who are you trying to snow?” Grandpa was clearly in a bad mood and I doubted very much it was because the weather looked to be taking a turn. That’s why I was in a bad mood. I hated winter with a fiery passion. He actually liked it because it meant more snowmobilers and skiers visiting the restaurant. Apparently he preferred money to climate comfort.

      “I was telling the truth.”

      “Is this like the time you painted ‘Avery Shaw rules’ on the side of my shed and claimed you put it there because you wanted me to be happy about how much you ruled?”

      That seemed a loaded question. “I believe that I told you I didn’t paint that. It could’ve been anyone. I can’t think of a single person who doesn’t know that I rule.”

      “And I believe I told you that you needed to work on your lying.”

      Ugh. He was so much work. I didn’t understand how anyone could put up with him. I was a lot of work, too. I recognized that. People enjoyed their work when it came to me, though. Er, well, at least I enjoyed myself when others were working. Yeah, that was a more truthful statement.

      “Why are we even talking about this?” I decided to switch tactics. “I’m out here because you’re my favorite grandfather. That should make you happy.”

      “Oh, knock it off.” Grandpa turned back to the overbearing pile of leaves and frowned. “You’re out here because your aunt told your mother that you and Jake were caught making out behind the school earlier today and your mother is on a human reproductive explanation kick that would have the Vatican kicking her out of the Church.”

      “I still maintain that Aunt Evil couldn’t have seen that because we were very well hidden.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I also maintain that she shouldn’t have tattled on me like a great big tattle-taler of doom,” I added.

      “Well, I’ll give you that one,” Grandpa conceded. “No one likes a snitch.”

      “I’m going to pay her back.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      “It’s going to be mean and nasty, and not like that time she told Uncle Tim that she caught chlamydia from the toilet seat. It’s going to be much nastier than that.”

      Grandpa snorted. “If you’re trying to get me to say that you’re going to crush her – I know how important winning is to you – you won’t get a lot of argument from me today. She doesn’t have the brains to take you on. Tattling was a mistake.”

      “Especially since we have no idea what she was doing by the school,” I said. “I heard she’s been taking biology lessons from the science teacher.”

      “Really?” Grandpa was intrigued as he arched an eyebrow. “Do you have proof of that?”

      “No, but I’ll get it. I don’t care if I have to brave sub-zero temperatures in the dead of winter. I will get my proof and then I will blow her out of the water.”

      “I’m looking forward to the attempt.” Grandpa ran the back of his hand over his neck as he slid me a sidelong look. “Hey … do you want to make five dollars?”

      Was that a joke? “No.”

      “Come on. You’re always complaining you don’t have enough money.”

      “Yes, but I know you,” I supplied. “You’re going to ask me to do something ridiculous to earn five bucks and I only do ridiculous things if they’re for free and I can make someone I dislike cry.”

      Grandpa heaved out a sigh. “That is true. In fact, that’s one of my favorite things about you.”

      “That I can make people cry?”

      “That you can do it and feel no guilt, yeah.”

      “Well, I’m a master at that.” I rubbed my hands together to ward off the chill. “Seriously, what are you doing out here?”

      “The township inspector just came by.” Grandpa handed me a small piece of paper, which until he mentioned it, I hadn’t noticed despite it being clutched in his hand. “They’re going to fine me if I don’t get these leaves out of here.”

      No wonder he was hanging in the great outdoors. The township bigwigs were trying to bring him down. He always hated when that happened. It made him want to drink … and kick things … and throw bread. Thankfully I liked watching him do all those things.

      “This is a lot of leaves,” I said after a beat. “You’re going to need a lot of bags to get rid of them.”

      “I know. I’m also going to need someone to do the bagging because I’m not going to do it.”

      I didn’t blame him there. “If you’re only offering five bucks, you’ll need one of the stupid grandkids. I suggest Derrick.”

      Grandpa snorted. “Derrick isn’t stupid enough to clean up all these leaves for five bucks.”

      “He is if you tell him you’re paying fifty bucks.”

      “I don’t have fifty bucks to spare.”

      “Wait until after it’s done to tell him you accidentally added a zero to the number,” I suggested.

      Grandpa groaned. “That is a terrible idea. Come on. Think! You have a diabolical mind. You must know someone stupid enough to clean up these leaves for five bucks.”

      I didn’t know anyone daft enough to even walk outside the restaurant and consider dealing with these leaves for five dollars. He was going to have to go a different route. “You know, the notice doesn’t say you have to bag them. It just says you have to get rid of them.”

      Grandpa cocked an eyebrow. “So?”

      “So, for five bucks you can get a bottle of lighter fluid and we can burn them.”

      Appalled, Grandpa made a strangled sound in the back of his throat. “I can’t burn them. It could get out of hand. It’s windy today.”

      “Not if we watch the fire and keep it contained.”

      “But … .” Even though he didn’t want to agree with me, the look Grandpa shot in my direction was full of intrigue. “We could get in trouble if we’re caught.”

      “That’s why we wait until after dark so no one can see the smoke. Thankfully for us, it gets dark at, like, 5 p.m. these days. No one will even see.”

      “I don’t know,” Grandpa hedged. “Technically this is probably against several laws.”

      “Since when do you care about that?”

      “Since I promised your grandmother I wouldn’t spend Christmas in jail this year. She’s still upset about that Santa Claus kerfuffle from last year. How was I supposed to know the township hired him?”

      “You could’ve asked before you kicked him in the knee.”

      “Nuts.”

      “I was trying to give you an out.”

      “Yeah, well, you know how I feel when people laugh too loudly,” Grandpa complained. “That guy sounded like a hyena.”

      “He was annoying,” I agreed. “I think burning the leaves is your best bet. It will be over quickly. Even if we get caught we can lie and say we didn’t know it was against the rules. Ignorance is a great defense.”

      “Ignorance is no defense.”

      “It will be when I start crying to get us out of trouble.”

      Grandpa brightened considerably. “Fine. Let’s do it.”

      “Yay!” I clapped my hands. Who didn’t love a raging fire in high-wind conditions? “This is going to be so much fun.”

      “It might even be worth going to jail,” Grandpa agreed.

      I bobbed my head. “Definitely. I would love spending Christmas in jail rather than with Mom. At least in jail, I can get my ham without a side of grief.”

      “I’m really starting to like the way your mind works,” Grandpa supplied. “Have I told you that recently?”

      “No, but I already know that. I’m your favorite grandchild.”

      “You have your moments.” Grandpa dug into his wallet and came back with five bucks. “Go get some lighter fluid so we can be ready when it gets dark. Oh, and don’t tell anyone what we have planned. I don’t think the others will think it’s a good idea.”

      “That’s because we’re the smartest and they simply can’t keep up.”

      “Yup, I definitely like the way your mind works.”

      “It’s only going to get better from here.”

      “I look forward to seeing how it all turns out.”

      He wasn’t the only one.
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          1 One

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      “Move your feet.”

      Eliot Kane, a magazine in his hand and a surprised look on his face, slid me a sidelong look as I smacked at his toes. “Excuse me?”

      He was reclining on the couch, the sun shining through the great room windows as a breeze blew through the room, and he seemed to be relaxed. If anyone could change that, it was me.

      I’m Avery Shaw, after all. I didn’t get my reputation for being the number one cause of aneurysms and indigestion for no good reason. I earned every complaint … every whine … and every death threat. I’m just that good.

      “You heard me.” I smacked at Eliot’s bare feet. “Move them off the table.”

      Eliot, his long brown hair dipping past his shoulders, cocked his head as he studied me. “What is that feathery thing in your hand? Are you trying to play a game with me or something?”

      “No.”

      “Then … what’s with the feathers?”

      Ugh. He was being purposely annoying. There could be no other explanation. He’s usually the calm and cool one in our relationship – I’m the one who flies off the handle and finds trouble at every turn – so I could forgive him a momentary trespass in most situations. Today was different.

      “This is a feather duster.” I waved the item in question in front of his face. “It’s meant to pick up dust … or maybe move it around or something, I don’t know. What I do know is that it’s not supposed to be used for perverted games.”

      “Then I have no interest in it.” Eliot left his feet where they were planted and lifted the magazine. He was quiet for a beat, leaving me glaring at his profile, and then he slowly lowered the magazine to meet my gaze. “Wait … why are you dusting?”

      I should’ve expected the question. Although, to be fair, if he was paying better attention he would’ve asked it twenty minutes before. “Because the house is dusty.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since … I’ve never dusted before.”

      “Uh-huh.” Eliot has one of those stares that cuts right through you, sending chills down your spine and occasionally causes heart palpitations because he’s really hot and sexy. Today he was none of those things. Okay, he was a little intense with the staring, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle. “How long have we been together?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t keep track of stuff like that.”

      Eliot was blasé about my irritated response. “More than a year, right?”

      “I guess.” I started counting on fingers as I did the math in my head. “Wow. We have been together for more than a year.”

      “We don’t technically have an anniversary date because our origins are somewhat murky,” Eliot noted. “We didn’t start dating and live happily ever after. We flirted, fought and I saved your life a few times before we even admitted we were dating.”

      He had a point. “To be fair, I admitted to a few people that we were dating but I asked them to keep their mouths shut so word wouldn’t get around. I didn’t want to scare you off.”

      Eliot snorted. He was used to my roundabout thinking, and it didn’t bother him in the least. In fact, he was so used to it he barely raised an eyebrow when I did something odd. Those things used to drive him crazy. Now he simply looked past them. “You’re so good to me,” Eliot teased. “Is it any wonder I fell hopelessly in love with you?”

      Even though he was in a jovial mood, there was real emotion behind his eyes, and I couldn’t stop my stomach from flipping as he winked. There was also legitimate sentiment attached to the words. He had a certain effect on me. It wasn’t one I wanted to boast about because it made me feel girly and stupid. It was there, though, rippling under the surface. “Um … I forgot what we were talking about.”

      Eliot snickered. “I love how I can distract you with declarations of feelings. That’s a weapon that I always have at the ready for when you’re on a tear and need to be silenced.”

      I was fairly certain that was an insult. “I never need to be silenced. Every word I utter is lovely, intelligent and significant.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Eliot made a dismissive motion with his hand as he inclined his chin toward the feather duster. “You’ve yet to explain why you’re dusting. Did you do something weird that caused dust to explode all over the house?”

      “No.”

      “Did the maids forget to dust when they were here earlier in the week?”

      “No.”

      “Did you fall and hit your head and somehow turn into a domestic sort of woman when I wasn’t watching?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” Eliot smiled as he met my annoyed gaze. “I kind of like you the way you are. If you suddenly turned into one of those women who felt the need to clean and cook I wouldn’t know how to handle you. I prefer my women lazy and allergic to cleaning supplies.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Do you think that’s funny?”

      “I think you’re being weird and I want to know why.” Eliot leaned forward and took me by surprise when he grabbed me around the waist and tugged me to the couch. He was strong, so he could overpower me, but he was careful not to hurt me even though I was throwing elbows left and right. “Knock that off,” Eliot warned when I hit him in the stomach, causing him to suck in a breath. “I want to know what you’re doing.”

      “I’m fighting off a pervert,” I barked out. “I don’t have time to play your games right now. I have other stuff going on.”

      “Uh-huh.” Eliot didn’t look convinced. “Why are you dusting?”

      “Because … because … people dust.”

      “You don’t.”

      “I do so.”

      “When have you ever dusted?”

      This was quite probably the silliest argument we’d ever had. I couldn’t remember a dumber one … and we’d once argued about whether or not Han Solo was an appropriate naughty fantasy character because he never went anywhere without his sidekick and that would make for an uncomfortable threesome. “I dust.”

      “You don’t.”

      “Fine.” I blew out a sigh as I stopped struggling. It was time to lull him into a false sense of security so I could make my break a few seconds from now. “I was dusting because I wanted to make you happy. Everything I do is for you.”

      “Bull.” Eliot kept a firm grip on me, as if he sensed I was going to make a break for it. Where is the love? He should trust me. Yes, I know I plan to run the first chance I get, but he shouldn’t automatically assume that’s my plan. That’s not nice.

      “Hey, if I say I’m doing something for you I mean it,” I shot back, annoyance threatening to take over. I’m like the Hulk, for the record. You don’t want to hang out with me when I’m angry … or have PMS … or hungry for peanut M&Ms and there are none in the house. I’m a scary chick when I want to be. Not only am I fine with people being frightened of me, I encourage it. “Is it so wrong that I’m trying to make a comfortable home environment for you? I’m a girl. It’s in my nature to want to make my man happy.”

      “Oh, geez. You’re so full of crap.” Eliot kept one arm firmly around my waist so I couldn’t escape as he turned me to face him. I was furious when I thought I found a small opening, but he anticipated my move and pinned me hard against his chest before I could run for the hills … or at least the second floor, which also needed to be dusted. “Tell me what you’re doing.”

      “I’m considering where I can punch you without causing long-lasting damage,” I sputtered. “I’m thinking of aiming for your nuts, although that might backfire on me later tonight if I really do want to play perverted games.”

      Eliot warily shifted to cover his private parts. I was known to kick guys in the nuts – usually murderers and certain politicians who annoyed me – but I wasn’t discerning when I felt I was being bullied. We both knew that.

      “You’re not doing anything of the sort,” he said finally, his expression unreadable as he stared into my eyes. “I want to know why you’re dusting.”

      “This is a stupid thing to argue about,” I supplied, changing tactics. “Why are we fighting when we could be taking the feather duster into the bedroom?”

      Eliot’s eyes momentarily gleamed and then he regained control of himself. “Why are you dusting?”

      “Because your mother will be here tomorrow and if she’s anything like my mother she’ll complain about how dirty the house is,” I blurted out, immediately hating myself for telling the truth. I was so much better than that. I should’ve come up with a viable lie that kept my prized “I’m the devil” reputation intact.

      Eliot opened his mouth to say something, but no sound came out. My cheeks burned under his weighted scrutiny and suddenly I wished I was anywhere but here. He was going to laugh at me. I just knew it.

      Instead of laughing, Eliot was calm when he found his voice. He carefully lessened his hold on me. “My mother doesn’t care about how clean the house is.”

      I didn’t run away, even though that was my first instinct when I felt his grip diminish. I remained on his lap and stared at the purple feathers. They appeared to be mocking me. “All mothers care about a clean house. I think it’s something in their genetic code.”

      “I think you’re making that up.” Eliot plucked the duster from my hand and stared at it. “Is that why you’ve been acting so odd?”

      I balked. “I haven’t been acting odd.”

      “You have. Yesterday you cleaned out the refrigerator. I thought it was strange, but I believed you when you said you needed to make room for more beer. That was probably a mistake on my part.”

      That was definitely a mistake. If I needed to make more room for beer I’d simply place it on top of rotting food. Out of sight, out of mind … until the smell comes to get you. Eliot usually steps in at that point. “Well, I happen to like beer.”

      “Right. And when you actually picked up your own underwear from the bathroom floor before letting it pile up for seven days – that was about my mother coming, too, wasn’t it?”

      “I happen to like washing underwear.”

      “Right.”

      “I do.”

      “You don’t like doing anything but causing grown politicians and cops to cry,” Eliot countered. “You absolutely hate doing housework.”

      “That’s a vicious lie. Since we moved into the new house, I happen to love doing housework.”

      “Oh, well, then I guess you want me to cancel the maids because of your newfound joy of housecleaning,” Eliot challenged, causing me to squirm. “You love cleaning so much it would be a shame to pay others to take away your joy.”

      “Let’s not be hasty.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Eliot grabbed my chin and forced me to make eye contact with him. “Are you afraid of meeting my mother?”

      That was an insulting question. “I’m not afraid of anything. Just two weeks ago I took apart an entire election and I wasn’t afraid for a single second.”

      “Even though you should’ve been terrified in that scenario,” Eliot muttered, shaking his head. “I’m often terrified for you in situations like that.”

      “See. I don’t need to be afraid because you’ve got it covered. That’s why this relationship works.”

      “This relationship works because we tell each other the truth and don’t try to change each other,” Eliot countered, rubbing his thumb over my cheek as he made a dismissive sound in the back of his throat. “Of course, that was before I announced my mother was coming and you started lying about being a domestic goddess.”

      “Hey … I’m all different types of goddesses.”

      “You are.”

      “I don’t see what the problem is.”

      “The problem is that you’ve been twisting yourself into knots since I told you that my mother intended to visit,” Eliot noted. “It’s not supposed to be a bad thing. It’s supposed to be a good thing.”

      “Did I say it wasn’t a good thing?”

      “No, but you’ve been acting odd. You like to dress up as a Jedi Knight and have lightsaber battles while making ‘pew, pew’ sounds and hopping around like a general idiot, so that’s saying something.”

      “You said you loved my battle reenactments.”

      “I do.” Eliot chuckled as he smoothed my hair. “You don’t need to work yourself up about this. She’s just a mother.”

      That was an absolutely ridiculous statement. “You’ve met my mother, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is she just a mother?”

      “Your mother is … unique,” Eliot replied. “My mother is a normal mother.”

      “You’re not normal, so there’s no way that your mother can be normal,” I argued.

      “I think that’s possibly the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      “I didn’t say you were good abnormal.”

      “Duly noted.” Eliot smirked as he kissed the tip of my nose. “My mother will be fine. I promise she won’t give you grief. That’s not how she does things.”

      In truth, I never gave much thought to Eliot’s mother. I knew that he left home and moved to Michigan after his military stint. He seemed to want distance between his family and himself – which I totally got because my family was the cause of every migraine I’d ever had – and he never mentioned the people he’d left behind.

      Then, out of nowhere, he announced his mother was going to visit and I was left grappling with a new reality … and it was one I didn’t like. “You say your mother won’t be the source of upheaval, but I have trouble believing that.”

      “You’re only saying that because you grew up with a mother who thrived on causing trouble.”

      “Fair enough.” He had a point. “She’s still a mother. Mothers can’t stop themselves from doing terrible things to their offspring. In this case, I think she’s going to spread the wealth because she hasn’t seen you in a long time.”

      “We haven’t seen each other in person in a few years,” Eliot acknowledged. “We talk on the phone. Everything will be fine. I promise.”

      I wanted to believe him. “Well … okay.” I stood and reached for the feather duster. “I’ll put that away.”

      “No.” Eliot snatched it back. “I’m keeping it for later tonight.”

      I didn’t want to laugh. That would only encourage him, after all, but I couldn’t stop myself. “Fine. I’m up for whatever game you have planned … but later. I have errands to run this afternoon.”

      “That’s right. You took the day off.” Eliot furrowed his brow as he slowly got to his feet. “I thought it was weird that you took an extra day off before your vacation. Did you do that so you could clean the house all day? You usually have to be dragged off the job kicking and screaming … and cursing and slapping.”

      “I took the day off because I need a break from work.”

      “I always think you need a break from work because you’re so intense,” Eliot agreed. “But that’s not why you took today off.”

      “Do you really want to start a second fight so soon after we wrapped up the last one?”

      “That was hardly a fight. You didn’t even threaten to set my boxers on fire.”

      “Good point.” I forced a smile. “Don’t you have work?”

      “I do.” Eliot leaned closer and pressed a quick kiss to the corner of my mouth before collecting his shoes from the floor and slipping them on. “I don’t want you to mistake this for capitulation. That’s not what this is. I know you’re up to something. I can feel it. I simply have to get to work. I have a lot to finish today if I expect to be able to take time off while my mother is here.”

      “That is a horrible thing to say about the woman you supposedly love. I am not up to anything.”

      “Yes, well, we’ll talk about this when I get home from work.” Eliot collected his keys from the coffee table and strolled toward the front door. “This is nowhere near done.”

      I rolled my eyes at his back. “I look forward to further discussion.”

      “I saw that.”

      “What?”

      “The eye rolling.”

      “You did not because I didn’t roll my eyes.” This time I stuck my tongue out at his back. “You’re imagining things.”

      “I saw that, too.” Eliot smirked as he opened the door, the expression lasting only a second until he saw the two individuals waiting on the other side of the threshold.

      My best friend Carly, who was well into her first pregnancy, and my cousin Lexie stood there with expectant gazes. They appeared surprised to find Eliot opening the door.

      “I thought you had to work today,” Lexie offered by way of greeting.

      “I’m leaving now.” Eliot cast me a suspicious look. “What are Lexie and Carly doing here?”

      “It’s a girls’ day,” I lied, refusing to panic. “We’re doing girl things.”

      “Yes, like braiding each other’s hair and doing makeovers,” Carly said smoothly.

      “And painting toenails,” Lexie added.

      “I’m not falling for that, but I don’t have time. We’ll talk about whatever you have planned with these two later, Avery. You can add it to our list of serious discussions.”

      “I look forward to that as well,” I called out.

      “Good. Have a pillow fight in my honor while I’m gone.”

      I groaned. “Girls do not have pillow fights when hanging out. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

      “Stop ruining my fantasies.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I waited until I heard his truck door slam before speaking to my female guests. “So … we have a lot to do. Are you ready to have some fun?”

      Now it was Carly’s turn to roll her eyes. “I’ve got this handled. Trust me. You should get out of the way. You’ll be a hindrance otherwise.”

      I wanted to argue because it was my house she wanted free rein over, but I wasn’t the type to argue when the alternative meant I could get out of physical labor. “Great. I’ll leave the house to you and run errands. I think that’s a solid plan.”

      “Somehow I knew you would.”
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          2 Two

        

      

    

    
      Even though I was nervous about Carly’s plans for my house – I’d spent hours decorating with an eye toward intergalactic space travel and foot treks to Mount Doom – I knew it was better to get out of her way than put up a fight. When it came to bamboozling people into thinking she was normal when she was really crazy, Carly was a master.

      I left Lexie to do the heavy lifting because she was good at following directions, and headed out with a list of things to buy. If Eliot’s mother was going to be staying with us, we probably needed groceries. I was fairly certain that Maggie Kane wasn’t the type of woman who could live on Star Wars Spaghetti-Os and chicken noodle soup. She would probably expect real food. I also needed to pick up a few things for around the house, like new sheets for the guest bedroom and toiletries for the upstairs bathroom.

      Yeah, I’d fallen a bit behind when it came to decorating the house. I really only cared about the basement, which Eliot let me go nuts with, and then lost all interest in making the rest of the house look welcoming. I mean … if your house looks like you want people to stay then you can’t act outraged when they actually do. I prefer hiding from people unless I’m grilling them for information for a news article, so making the guestrooms comfortable seemed a sorry waste of time.

      Eliot’s announcement that his mother was coming for a visit knocked me for a loop. I was set in my ways and didn’t like change. I had no choice this time, though. I had to do what was right for him because … well, simply because. He always did what he thought was right for me and it seemed it was my turn to return the favor.

      That didn’t mean I was looking forward to a mother invasion. The entire notion left me feeling uneasy.

      I stopped at Pottery Barn first to pick up the bedding. On a whim, I bought a set of glasses for the kitchen that actually matched because they caught my attention as I was passing the shelf. Everything Eliot and I owned was a hodgepodge of pieces that didn’t fit together. I figured at least if we had glasses we wouldn’t look so helplessly out of our depth.

      After the glasses, I found myself looking at matching dishes … and then flatware … and then pots and pans. Before I knew it, I had two carts filled with items and a huge charge on my credit card. After loading that stuff into the hatchback of my car, I headed for the nearest grocery store. I stocked up on everything, including fancy cupcakes that I figured I could put on a plate and pretend I’d baked, and some special tea that Eliot said his mother preferred.

      By the time I loaded up two-hundred bucks’ worth of groceries, I had no room in my car for anything but me and knew it was time to head home. I’d been running errands so long I figured Carly had probably redecorated my entire house – maybe even had the orange brick replaced with a color she preferred – and I should probably check the damage. All thoughts of dealing with my wacky friend and her need to organize vanished when I saw the plume of smoke.

      “Huh.” I leaned against the car and stared at the darkening sky. It was a sunny day, no showers in the forecast, yet the sun was quickly being obliterated thanks to the growing smoke. No house fire could generate that much smoke, which meant I was looking at something completely different.

      I had the week off. I was supposed to be running errands and then getting the house in order for Eliot’s mother’s visit. I shouldn’t have been worrying about a fire that I was positive my editor would send someone else to cover. That didn’t stop me from climbing into my car and driving toward the plume. There was no harm in just checking it out. At least that’s what I told myself.

      It wasn’t hard to follow the smoke to its origin. When I arrived, I found a huge apartment building on fire. It was one of those high rises that climb at least twenty floors, and the top two or three levels looked to be completely engulfed.

      I was on autopilot as I parked in the back of the lot, making sure my car was nowhere near any hydrants as I grabbed one of the reporter's notebooks I kept in the glove compartment before exiting the vehicle and pocketing my keys.

      I heard approaching sirens. The fire department and other emergency personnel were clearly on their way. The fire was so out of control I doubted they could save the top quarter of the building, and I knew enough about fires to understand that the bottom floors would be deluged by water. Everything inside would be destroyed.

      “How many people live here?” I asked, moving next to a woman who was watching the fire from a nearby lawn.

      “What? Oh, I don’t know.” She shook her dark head. “I live over there.” She pointed toward a group of townhouses across the way. “I didn’t even know this was happening until I smelled smoke. I thought I’d left something on the stove, but when I looked out the window I saw this.”

      “What’s the name of this place?”

      The woman eyed with interest the notebook I held. “Are you with the newspaper?”

      I nodded. “The Monitor.”

      “Oh, that’s a good paper.” The woman beamed. “I’m Gina Dobbins. I’ve been a resident of this neighborhood for twenty years.”

      I had to bite back a smile I was so amused. There are three types of people who show at accident and fire scenes. The first are those who don’t want to talk and simply watch, perhaps getting a little thrill from the destruction that they don’t want to make public. The second are those who will reluctantly talk but won’t put their name on the record. The third simply want their name in the newspaper and they don’t care how it happens. Gina Dobbins clearly fell into the third category, which was lucky for me because I wasn’t supposed to be working.

      “That’s good.” I jotted down the information and smiled. “What can you tell me about this building?”

      “Well, it’s something of an eyesore.”

      “An eyesore?” I knit my eyebrows and stared. It looked like a normal apartment complex. Sure, it was on fire and was about to turn into one heck of an eyesore. Before that, I figured it looked pretty normal. “How is it an eyesore?”

      “Well, look at it.” Gina curled her lip. “It’s full of unsavory people.”

      Hmm. That was interesting. Sure, there was every chance that Gina was simply a snob, but I sensed there was also a story buried in her reaction. “I guess I don’t understand. What can you tell me about the building?”

      “Well, I guess it was built back in the seventies. There’s a plaque that states that on the far side of the building.

      “It was supposed to be a very cool place to live when it was first built,” Gina explained, rubbing her hands together as she warmed to her story. “I guess for something like ten years it was a status symbol to live here.”

      I wasn’t the sort of person who believed status was derived from where one lived, but I nodded to indicate I was still listening.

      “Over the years, the neighborhood changed,” Gina continued. “This wasn’t the hot new place to live any longer and those who wanted to be trendy headed farther north.”

      “Right. I’m familiar with the phenomenon.”

      “After that, the building owners had to decide what they wanted,” Gina explained. “So, for, like, ten years after the population shifted it served as a senior living facility. It had nurses on staff and stuff. It was meant to be a place for seniors who didn’t need constant supervision.”

      “Right.”

      “They couldn’t keep the apartments full because of the neighborhood, though,” Gina said. “The neighborhood kept getting rougher and rougher, so the township leaders decided to clean up the area. The first thing they did was go after that guy who owns the hotel across the way.” She waved vaguely at Twenty-Three Mile Road, causing me to stare in the direction she indicated.

      The Garden Gate Hotel rated zero stars and was known to be a place where rooms could be rented by the hour and no one cared if you didn’t have any luggage … or if your luggage consisted of huge bags of cocaine and marijuana.

      “I know about the hotel,” I said after a beat, racking my memory. “We’ve done quite a few articles on it. The owner refuses to sell even though he’s received numerous offers from various businesses.”

      “It’s a prime piece of real estate,” Gina said knowingly. “It’s right in front of a shopping center, and I hear they want to open an Olive Garden there. I’m active with the township’s business group, so I hear all the gossip.”

      “Yum.”

      “I know. I love Olive Garden.”

      Sadly, I was a huge Olive Garden fan, too. I couldn’t even internally make fun of her for wanting an Olive Garden across the road. That would be really convenient.

      “My understanding is that the township voted to condemn the hotel and shut it down,” I said, returning to the topic at hand. “I didn’t think anyone was staying there.”

      “He’s appealing, so he can stay open until the judge rules on the appeal.”

      “Right.” I rolled my neck. “I don’t understand what that hotel has to do with this apartment complex.” I turned my attention back to the burning building. At least seven fire trucks had arrived and were already pumping water in an effort to douse the flames.

      “Well, technically they don’t have anything to do with each other,” Gina replied. “It’s just … the township has been making an effort to improve this area because they think it will draw people here rather than scare them away.”

      “Basically the township wants to make this entire intersection a shopping and eating destination,” I mused. “That makes sense. How does the apartment complex play into that?”

      “After they won in court against the hotel, my understanding is that they decided to go after the apartment complex,” Gina said. “They thought if they could force out the owners here, they could tear down this building and put up something new that people actually want to look at.”

      “Like what?”

      “Personally, I’m hoping for a Red Lobster.”

      “Good plan.” I focused on the blaze. “What about the people who live here? If what you say about the building is true, it probably won’t be easy for them to find another place to live nearby … especially one they can afford.”

      “No offense, but I don’t really care about that,” Gina said. “It’s sad for them and all, but I want to be able to unload my townhouse and make money on the sale one of these days. I bought it as an investment, but it’s become an anchor around my neck. As of right now, no one wants to live here.”

      “And you blame that on the apartment complex?”

      “I blame that on the hotel and the apartment complex,” she clarified. “They’re both magnets for the wrong sort of people.”

      “And who are the wrong sort of people?”

      “The type who like prostitutes and pot.”

      “Ah, well, you can’t have that.” I managed to keep a smile on my face, but just barely. “Still, this building is clearly home to a lot of people.” I counted the windows on each floor and did the math. “There have to be at least twenty units on each floor if you count front and back; you have twenty floors.” I didn’t want to pull out my phone to figure out the answer in front of someone I found annoying, so I forced myself to keep on task. “That’s at least four-hundred units, right?”

      Gina merely stood and blinked.

      “That’s right, isn’t it?”

      “I guess.” Gina made a face. “I’ve never really thought about it. That place is always advertising. It’s never completely full.”

      “I don’t doubt that.” I tilted my head and stepped to the left as two firefighters raced by. I was about to press Gina further, but their conversation was much more interesting and I couldn’t stop myself from snapping my head in that direction.

      “The woman says she lost track of her daughter in the fire,” one of the men said. “She had hold of her hand and let her go for just a second because she heard a noise. When she turned back, the kid was gone.”

      Hmm. That was definitely a better story than Gina and her crusade to get the pimps and pot out of her neighborhood. “I have to check that out,” I said, casting a glance over my shoulder and snagging Gina’s gaze. “If there’s a kid missing, that could be a big deal.”

      “That lady is probably lying. Maybe she purposely left her kid up there so she wouldn’t have to take care of it. That would be an easy way to ensure she had one less mouth to feed.”

      I bit back a hot retort. “Yes, well, I have to check it out all the same. Thanks for the information.”

      I was glad to move away from Gina and her judgmental attitude, even though it meant moving closer to the fire and the firefighters’ watery efforts to contain it. I recognized the fire chief, Lou Crenshaw, right away and moseyed in his direction, making sure to position myself behind him and another firefighter so I could hear the good stuff before they became aware of my presence.

      “What about the upper three floors?” Crenshaw asked.

      “I don’t know, sir. It’s hard to ascertain who escaped and who is still up there. The floor on sixteen is already boggy. I’m not sure we can risk climbing to seventeen.”

      “But people might be trapped,” Crenshaw persisted.

      “They might be,” the firefighter agreed. “We’re not going to do them any good if the floor gives way. We need to put out the fire and test the floors before we go on any rescue runs.”

      “Good grief.” Crenshaw pulled off his helmet and mopped his brow. “I hope those folks realized what was going on and managed to escape.”

      “They could be watching the show right now,” the other man said, pointing. “There are a lot of building residents over there. Plus, it’s a work day. I’m sure a lot of the folks who live here are working.”

      “This won’t be a very good thing to come home to.”

      “Definitely not,” the firefighter agreed. “As for the mother who claims she lost her daughter, we’re on the lookout for the child. They were on the seventeenth floor and we have a crew looking for the kid in the stairwells beneath in case she got turned around and headed back to her apartment. So far we’ve come up empty.”

      Crenshaw grimaced. “That’s not what I want to hear. In fact … .” He broke off, as if sensing my presence, and slowly turned to face me. His scowl only deepened when he recognized who he was dealing with. “Ms. Shaw.”

      “Hello, Chief Crenshaw.” I forced myself to sound chipper. “Splendid day for a fire, huh?”

      “Yes, I particularly love it when hundreds of people become homeless,” he sneered. “It makes me feel all warm and toasty inside.”

      I ignored the sarcasm. My reputation stretched far and wide across Macomb County. Only a handful of people were ever happy to see me, and Eliot was the only one I could ascribe that emotion to on a regular basis. “Yes, well, it’s a total bummer.” I stepped closer, refusing to back down. “What can you tell me?”

      “The building is on fire.”

      “Do you know how it started?”

      Crenshaw shot me an incredulous look. “Are you kidding? All we know is that we got a call about a fire so we came here to put it out. We can’t even start investigating until the fire is out and the building has been deemed safe for our forensic team.”

      “Fair enough.” I wasn’t in the mood to push him to the point he’d explode. I’d save that particular trick for later if it became necessary. “What about the people inside the building?”

      “What about them?”

      “Are they all safe?”

      Crenshaw’s glare was pronounced. “I’m sure you already know that we can’t account for everybody because you were listening to the conversation. If you print anything that was said in the newspaper, by the way, I’ll sue you. That very obviously wasn’t on the record.”

      “I’m not interested in printing your private conversation.” That was mostly true. “I’m asking about a missing little girl.”

      Crenshaw’s expression softened, though not by much. “We don’t know. We’re looking.”

      I merely nodded in understanding. They would do what they could for the child. That didn’t mean they could save her. Heck, for all they knew, the kid wandered out a different door. She might not be in danger … other than of the human variety until she was reunited with her mother.

      “Well, if you hear something … .” I trailed off as a hint of movement caught my attention in the main doorway. A bulky man, one who had to be at least six-foot-four and who could double as a professional wrestler, pushed his way through the glass double doors. He held a small child in his arms, a tiny redhead screaming at the top of her lungs, and he was covered in soot.

      “Serafina!” A woman to my left screamed as she raced forward to claim the girl, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Serafina!”

      I shot a questioning look to Crenshaw. “The missing girl?”

      He shrugged, seemingly as confused as I felt. “I guess.”

      “Well, that’s something good, huh?”

      Crenshaw nodded as he stroked his chin. Once he remembered who he was talking to, the scowl returned. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have work to do. I’ll issue a news release later.”

      “And I will be waiting with bells on for it.”

      Crenshaw made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “I’ve never understood that saying.”

      “Me either.”

      “You’re very annoying.”

      “You’re not the first person to tell me that.”

      “I doubt I’ll be the last.”

      “On that we can agree.”
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      I moved closer to the woman, who was so busy crying and carrying on she didn’t bother to look at anyone but the child she held in her arms. While I waited for her to pull herself together, I spared a glance for Gina and found her rolling her eyes at the scene.

      Ah, well. I often thought it was impossible to find someone as snarky as myself. Every so often I was surprised, though. It seemed Gina Dobbins was even nastier than me. I waited a full three minutes, until the sobs subsided, and then pasted a bright smile on my face as I approached. I introduced myself, explained I was with The Monitor, and then asked for a brief interview. The woman looked taken aback by the request.

      “Why would you want to interview me?”

      “Because you have a happy story to tell,” I replied without hesitation. “Our readers like happy stories.”

      That wasn’t remotely true. People always complain about newspapers only covering negative stories, but in truth that’s all they want to read. They’re not interested in flowers and candy. They want the gritty details of a tragedy so they can remind themselves how lucky they are that others suffer while they go on with their normal days. Still, a child being rescued from a smoky building and being reunited with her mother was something that everyone could applaud.

      “I won’t take up too much of your time,” I prodded. “It’s just … a heartwarming story.”

      “Yeah, it’s a heartwarming story about us losing our home.” The woman turned grim as she frowned. “Still, I guess I could answer a few questions.”

      “You definitely should,” I agreed. “People will be so touched by the story they’ll want to donate and make sure you find a new place as soon as possible.”

      The woman’s eyes gleamed with interest. “Really?”

      “Really,” I confirmed. “It happens all the time.”

      “Okay, well, what do you want to know?”

      Her name was Kendra Walsh. Her daughter, Serafina, was six. The story was pretty much what I expected. The electricity was out in the building, only emergency lights showing the way. The elevators weren’t working, which meant they had to climb down seventeen flights of stairs. Kendra lost sight of her daughter at the stairwell and couldn’t be certain which direction she ran.

      “That sounds terrifying,” I noted, gesturing when I caught sight of Jared Jackson, one of The Monitor’s photographers, so he’d head in our direction. “You must be so thankful to your neighbor for finding her.”

      “I’m definitely thankful,” Kendra agreed. “But … .” She broke off and chewed her lip.

      “But what?”

      “I’ve never seen that guy before,” Kendra replied after a beat. “I don’t know that he was a neighbor.”

      “Well, he must have lived in the building.” It was the only thing that made sense. “Maybe he was from one of the upper floors.”

      “I guess.” Kendra didn’t look convinced. “Did you see where he went? I’d like to thank him.”

      “No, but I’d like to track him down, too.” I shifted my gaze to the parking lot, taking a long moment to scan it before frowning. “Do you see him?”

      “No. I think he disappeared.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder why. “Well, I’ll see if I can track him down. I’ll tell you if I find him.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

      I moved away from the woman and her daughter. The child seemed fine after her ordeal, asking for food and water, but otherwise remaining silent as she watched the firefighters work. She appeared mesmerized.

      I stopped next to Jared and gestured toward Kendra. “Get a photo of her and the little girl. The kid was saved by a kind neighbor and it’s going to be part of the story.”

      Jared nodded. “Okay. But what are you doing here? I thought you were off.”

      “I am. I was shopping in the area.”

      “You really need to learn how to take a vacation,” Jared noted. “Most people would’ve simply called in the fire to the office and gone on their merry way.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      “Don’t I know it.” Jared was basically an amiable guy. Sure, he made gratuitous statements about the female form, but he often did it while checking out men in the general vicinity. I had yet to figure out how he thought that would work when it was time to settle down, but it was really none of my business.

      “I’m going to see if I can find the hero. I’ll text you if I do. Otherwise, I’m going to bug the crap out of the chief and then get out of here. I’ll file the initial story and leave it for someone else to follow up on, but then I need to head home. I really do have a lot to do.”

      “You should hand over your notes to someone else and not work at all.”

      “Yeah, that sounds just like me,” I said dryly. “It won’t take me long to throw together a story. I already know how it’s going to go.”

      “Well … good luck.”

      “I don’t need luck. I have skill.”

      “And an ego that’s so big I’m surprised you don’t float away.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      I left Jared to take photos and charm Kendra into posing for something that I knew would look phenomenal on the front page. Even though he was a bit of a pain, Jared was a master at finding the perfect image for every story.

      I found Chief Crenshaw behind one of the trucks in the side lot and didn’t bother faking a smile for his benefit. “Did you see where the hero went?”

      “Who?” Crenshaw wrinkled his forehead. “Are you talking to me?”

      “Who are you, Robert DeNiro? Of course, I’m talking to you.”

      “Perhaps next time you should refer to me by name and show some respect before demanding answers. Just a suggestion.”

      “I’ll consider it.” I waited for more, but Crenshaw didn’t speak, so I pushed him a second time. “The hero. The one who carried that little girl out. Did you see where he went?”

      “No, but I didn’t realize it was my turn to watch him,” Crenshaw answered, sarcasm on full display. “Why didn’t someone inform me that was added to my regular duties? I just don’t understand how I managed to forget that.”

      “Whatever.” I wasn’t in the mood to play games with the local fire chief. I could very rarely say that, but I had other things to worry about … like Eliot’s mother. “I wanted to interview him. He’s a hero and deserves the accolades.”

      “That’s true.” Crenshaw turned thoughtful as he scanned the faces watching the building. “You know, I didn’t see him leave, but I certainly don’t see him hanging around now.”

      “Me either. Maybe he went to one of the businesses across the way to call someone.”

      “Or maybe someone picked him up,” Crenshaw suggested. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “I just need a statement about the fire.” I switched tactics quickly. I didn’t have time to waste on a hero who clearly didn’t understand how to play the self-promotion game.

      “Fire is bad.”

      “Oh, you’re so witty.” I made an exaggerated face that no one’s mother could love, especially mine. “I’m not even supposed to be working today. I want to get to the office, file this story and then get out of here. Don’t make things difficult.”

      “Why would I want to help you?”

      Oh, he wanted to play it that way, did he? “I don’t know.” I adopted a breezy tone. “I thought you might want to help your hardworking local media representative. If you don’t, I can’t help that. What I can do is request every financial statement from your department from the past five years thanks to the Freedom of Information Act and have an accountant look them over.”

      Crenshaw narrowed his eyes. “Why would you possibly do that? Are you insinuating I’m taking from the department?”

      “No, but I’m just petty enough to make you jump through the same hoops you’re trying to make me hop through,” I shot back. “It’s a freaking fire, man. You’re the fire chief. Give me a quote and move on with your day.”

      “Fine.” Crenshaw’s expression promised retribution, but I knew he wasn’t clever enough to come up with something to make me worry. He rattled off the vital information, what time they got the call and how many alarms it was. He ran through the timetable and then sneered. “At this time, we have no idea if anyone remains in the building.”

      “Good enough.” I snapped my notebook shut. “Expect Marvin to follow up with a call and visit this afternoon. If you think I’m a pain, just wait until he starts hounding you.”

      Marvin Potts was one of my good friends and a fellow reporter. He was a bit goofy in his personal life, but an absolute predator when it came to tracking down a story. His reputation was almost as nefarious as mine.

      Crenshaw visibly swallowed as he glared. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “That’s a terrible thing to say.” I didn’t deny the charge because it wasn’t untrue. “Have a nice day.”

      With that, I turned my back on the fire and headed for the office to file my story. Jared was right. I was absolutely terrible about taking a vacation.

      

      “I PUT THE STORY in the news queue with a note on top,” I announced forty-five minutes later as I leaned over my editor Fred Fish’s cubicle wall and plucked a wrapped caramel from the bag on his desk. “Marvin will have to make some calls to flesh it out.”

      Fish shifted his eyes from his computer screen to me. “Okay.”

      Okay? That’s all he had to say? “I believe what you meant to say is ‘Thank you, Avery. You’re the most diligent employee at my disposal. I appreciate the fact that you covered a fire even though you have the week off. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’”

      Even though he most often looked annoyed, I didn’t miss the way Fish’s lips curved as he regarded me. “Why would I say anything of the sort when you always say it about yourself?”

      “I wouldn’t have to say it about myself if you would say it first.”

      “I think we’re trapped in a vicious cycle.”

      He wasn’t the only one. I sucked in a calming breath as I forced myself to refrain from barking at my boss. He was a good guy, for the most part. Sure, he gave me a hard time on a regular basis, but that was the way of a newsroom. Nobody got off without anyone making fun of them. “What else is going on today?”

      Fish clearly wasn’t expecting the question because he made a dismissive sound that reminded me of a snort and shook his head. “You’re supposed to be off. Why are you even here?”

      “I told you. I saw a fire and stopped to cover it.”

      “Yes, but why?” Fish was flummoxed. “You could’ve just called it in.”

      “You sound like Jared.”

      “There’s no reason to be insulting.”

      I grinned despite myself. “It was a big fire,” I explained. “I knew it was big when I saw the smoke. It’s human nature to check out things like that.”

      “It is,” Fish agreed. “But you didn’t have to cover it. Once you realized what it was, you could’ve called me to send someone out and then kept doing … well, whatever it is you do when you’re on vacation. I picture you dressing up like an alien and forcing that long-haired boyfriend of yours to go on strange little picnics, but I could be way off there.”

      Could be? “Um, I hate picnics. You know how I feel about bugs.”

      “Yes, I remember when that spider showed up on your desk and you threatened to burn down the entire cubicle to get rid of it. I had to confiscate a lighter from you, if I remember correctly.”

      “That wasn’t just any spider,” I argued. “It was a tarantula.”

      “It was a common ground spider.”

      “It was as big as my hand!”

      “It was the size of the nail on your little toe,” Fish shot back. “Stop being a baby. It’s embarrassing.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You’re embarrassing,” I finally said when my wits returned. “You’re completely and totally embarrassing.”

      “Whatever you say.” Fish turned back to his screen. When I didn’t immediately leave, his eyes reluctantly turned back to me. “Do you need something?”

      “Yes. I need you to acknowledge that you’re going to have Marvin make phone calls to flesh out my story.”

      “I already did that.”

      “No, you said ‘okay.’ That could mean anything.”

      “Good grief.” Fish pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead, as if warding off an oncoming headache. “Do you have any idea how annoying you are?”

      “I happen to think I’m awesome.”

      “You’re the only one.”

      “Eliot thinks I’m awesome.”

      “I think Eliot is a master at hiding some serious form of brain damage,” Fish countered. “While I find you funny in small doses, that man puts up with you for hours a day. We’re talking every single day. He doesn’t even try to run away.”

      Annoyance bubbled through my chest. “I don’t need to take this. I did something for you out of the kindness of my heart and now it’s coming back to bite me. See if I ever do you a favor again.”

      “While I’m thankful you went out of your way to file a story that someone else could have covered, let’s not kid ourselves here,” Fish challenged. “You didn’t stop for the fire because you’re a diligent employee. You stopped because you couldn’t bear to let anyone else steal your thunder.”

      “That is … absolutely ridiculous.”

      Fish chuckled, genuinely amused. “Even you’re not sure if that’s true. I mean … look at yourself. Aren’t you supposed to be doing stuff around the house because Eliot’s mother is coming for a visit? I believe that’s what you told me in a fit of panic yesterday. You needed the extra day added to your already-scheduled vacation because you had to collect yourself.”

      I hated the way he phrased it. I sounded weak in his version. “I’m obviously already collected. How can you not see that?”

      “Because you look a little flustered,” Fish noted. “You seem … fluttery, which is really unlike you. You seem agitated … even more so than usual. Heck, you seem nervous. I’ve only ever seen you nervous when you get to interview a soap star you like or the cops come sniffing around because you managed to uncover information you shouldn’t have been able to get your grubby little hands on.”

      “That is total crap.”

      “And yet it’s true.” Fish didn’t bother to try smothering his chuckle. “You really are nervous about meeting Eliot’s mother, aren’t you? I was joking at first, but it’s true. You’re freaking out because you’ve finally found someone you need to impress, and to do that you can’t be yourself.”

      I wanted to argue. Er, scratch that. I wanted to punch him in the face while arguing. I couldn’t. He wasn’t wrong. He cut right to the heart of the matter and latched onto the one thing that was driving me crazy about this visit.

      Mothers didn’t like me. Heck, even my own mother struggled to put up with me for more than an hour at a time. If abandoning one’s child wasn’t frowned upon, I could think of at least a hundred different instances when she would’ve left me by the side of the road.

      Men were a different story. Most people believed I thought like a man, which is why it was easier for me to surround myself with men. Women took one look at me and wanted to start pulling hair … or at least cut out my tongue.

      On a normal day, I can offend someone in fifteen seconds flat. When it comes to a mother, someone who wants to protect her offspring, I can turn someone into an enemy in fewer than five seconds. Sometimes I need only two seconds. I’m just that good.

      Despite the fact that I recognized Fish was telling the truth, I immediately became defensive. “I am not afraid. If you must know, I look forward to the visit. I can’t wait to charm Eliot’s mother … and make no mistake, I will charm her.”

      “Uh-huh.” Fish snickered as he turned back to his computer. “You should probably get out of here if you plan to practice being charming. It usually takes a couple performances before you’re comfortable being someone you’re not.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “I’m not worried about charming her.”

      “Of course not.”

      “I’m not.”

      Fish held his hands up in capitulation. “I’m sorry I mentioned it. Obviously, I was wrong.”

      The laughter tinging his tone told me he didn’t think he was wrong in the slightest.

      “I’m going to charm the pants right off her,” I snapped.

      “I wish you well on your endeavor.”

      “I don’t need you to wish me well.” I turned on my heel and stormed down the aisle that led to the back hallway. “She’s totally going to like me.”

      I could only hope that was true, because deep down inside I believed the opposite. Maggie Kane was going to hate me.

      It was inevitable.
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      Carly and Lexie were finishing up the house overhaul when I returned. I had to make a second trip to the grocery store to replace the perishable items that went bad in my vehicle thanks to my annoying need to cover the fire, so it was almost four by the time I got back home.

      “Where have you been?” Carly, her temper on full display, rested her hands on her expanding hips and glared. “This is your house.”

      “Wow, really?” I dropped the shopping bags on the floor and rolled my eyes. “I’m glad you told me that because otherwise I would’ve been confused by the mortgage payment notice.”

      “Don’t push me.” Carly was clearly at her limit as she wagged her finger in my face. “I spent my entire day here rearranging your house so you can impress Eliot’s mother. I deserve thanks, not sarcasm.”

      She wasn’t wrong, still … . “If I didn’t have sarcasm to dole out my system would go into shock and I’d die from withdrawal.”

      “Oh, whatever.” Carly grabbed the nearest bag from the floor and frowned as she looked inside. “This milk is warm.”

      “Oh, yeah, throw that away.” I dragged the trashcan from under the sink and plunked the warm milk and eggs inside. “It went bad while I was dealing with the fire.”

      “What fire?” Lexie asked. She had the feather duster in her hand when she strolled into the kitchen, which meant she’d actually been working. A year before, the idea of Lexie doing any kind of menial labor seemed out of the question. She’d grown a bit, although her taste in men remained rather tragic.

      I explained about my afternoon, going into as little detail as possible because I knew Carly and Lexie wouldn’t understand. When I was done, Lexie couldn’t stop laughing and Carly was furious.

      “What is wrong with you?” Carly’s expression was hard. “You specifically took time off to ready yourself for the big visit from your future mother-in-law, yet you wasted time chasing a story. That is not normal.”

      I balked. “She is not my future mother-in-law. I mean … come on.”

      “Oh, knock that off.” Carly shifted from one foot to the other, her baby bump poking out enough that it made me want to run and hide in case something burst out of there and tried to attack me. I kept picturing the mean creatures in Alien for some reason whenever I spent time with Carly these days.

      “It’s true,” I persisted, dragging my eyes from the threatening bump. “She’s my boyfriend’s mother, not my future mother-in-law.”

      “Grow up,” Carly snapped, taking me by surprise.

      “Don’t yell at me.”

      “I’ll yell at you if you need it,” Carly shot back, refusing to back down. “You’re being an absolute idiot. There are times I worry that I’m not ready to raise a kid, that I’m not mature enough. Then I remember all the time I’ve spent with you. In some ways, I’ve already raised a kid.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I am extremely mature.”

      “You’re wearing a shirt that says ‘I’m a simple woman. I like Star Wars and like three people,’” Carly pointed out. “How is that mature?”

      “I left my ‘Dorothy on the streets, Blanche between the sheets’ shirt in the closet. I think that shows real growth,” I fired back.

      Lexie snorted in amusement while Carly remained fixated on my face. Her stance told me she was ready to fight, which was a terrifying thought with the added mystique of the bump to aid her.

      “Avery, you’re being a pain,” Carly snapped. “You’re also being purposely obtuse. Eliot didn’t move in with you so you can be roommates forever. You’re not Bert and Ernie. He has a plan to move forward, and that plan eventually includes marriage.”

      “Did he tell you that?” The question came out a little shriller than I intended.

      “No.” Carly chuckled, although the sound was hollow and devoid of humor. “It’s written all over his face when he looks at you. He’s good at not pushing you to the point you do something stupid, but he’s constantly gauging how far is too far. He’s basically nudging you along so he can ultimately get what he wants.”

      That made zero sense. “Um … no.” I looked to Lexie for confirmation. “Tell her she’s crazy.”

      “I can’t.” Lexie delighted in the conversational shifts much more than Carly, who was kicking ass for two these days. “She’s right. Eliot is very good for you. He reads your reactions better than most and manages to stave off meltdowns ninety-five percent of the time. In my book, that makes him absolutely perfect. Er, well, for you. He’s perfect for you. He’s still kind of mean to me.”

      “That’s because you date losers and he’s afraid you’ll drag me into one of your messes if you pick the wrong loser.”

      “I have great taste in men,” Lexie sniffed. “I mean … great taste. The guy I’m dating now owns a club. He’s a businessman.”

      Carly and I cast derisive looks to Lexie at the same time.

      “What kind of business does he run?” Carly asked.

      I held up my hand to still my cousin’s answer. “Wait … I don’t want to know. I can’t get called to testify if I don’t know.”

      “Ha, ha.” Lexie rolled her eyes. “He’s a legitimate businessman. I already told you. He owns a club in Detroit. It doesn’t get more legitimate than that.”

      “What club?” I asked, inherently knowing the answer would set my teeth on edge.

      “It’s called Tit For Tat.”

      “And is that a restaurant?”

      “It’s a strip club,” Eliot supplied, causing me to jolt when he strolled into the kitchen and tossed his keys on the counter. His eyes were busy as they scanned the grocery bags on the floor before he gave me a quick kiss. “It’s one of those strip clubs where you want to get a tetanus shot after visiting.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Lexie sniffed, adopting a wounded expression. I recognized it from our youth. It was something she pulled out whenever she was faking being upset and wanted people to feel sorry for her.

      “It’s filthy and disgusting,” Eliot countered. “A couple of months ago they had a pregnant stripper. No joke. She looked like a camel when she attempted a back bend. They also have rooms in the back for private encounters, and I doubt very much only dancing is going on back there.”

      Something occurred to me. “How do you know that?”

      Eliot stilled. “Oh, well … .”

      “Uh-huh.” Now it was my turn to be on the offensive. “Did you like the pregnant stripper?”

      Eliot cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t hang out there because I like the ambiance. I go because I have a specific client who insists on meeting there. He doesn’t have the most discerning taste.”

      I wanted to work up a full head of steam so I had something to yell about – it had been a trying day, after all – but no matter how I struggled I couldn’t force myself to see Eliot as a cheater. He simply didn’t have it in him. “Fine. I believe you.”

      “What a good girlfriend,” Eliot teased, slinging his arm around my shoulders as he looked at my shopping haul. “What is all this?”

      “We need food for your mother.”

      “And the bedding?”

      “She needed fresh sheets.”

      “Ah.” Eliot’s eyes twinkled. “And the pots and pans?”

      “You cook.”

      “I know. I’m just surprised you actually went and bought stuff like this. I’m impressed. I was going to drag you out and force you to do some shopping in a few weeks. Instead, you did it on your own. I’m proud, Trouble.” He kissed my temple, causing my mind to flit to what Carly had said right before he arrived home and disrupted the conversation.

      She said he led me along by increments, that he was pointing me toward an end goal that only he could see. I couldn’t help wondering if Carly was right. And, if she was, what did that mean for me?

      “Where is your head?” Eliot snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Where did you just go?”

      “Nowhere.” I shook myself from my reverie. “It’s not important. What’s important is that I bought a bunch of stuff and now we have to put it away.”

      “I think we can manage,” Eliot said dryly, his eyes traveling to the trashcan. “Why are you throwing away the eggs and milk you just bought?”

      “I got distracted by a fire while I was out shopping. I decided to write a story, and some of the food went bad in the car while I was writing at the office.”

      “I see.” Eliot rolled his neck until it cracked. “I thought you were on vacation.”

      “I am.”

      “People on vacation don’t stop to cover stories.”

      “I told you,” Carly said, snatching her purse from the counter and giving Lexie a little shove to get her moving. “I hope he yells at you for working on your vacation.”

      “And I hope your baby doesn’t eat you from the inside,” I shot back, causing Carly to scowl.

      “Why would you say something like that?” Carly raged. “You know I’m highly susceptible to dream infringement. Now that’s what I’ll dream.”

      I should’ve been sorry, but I couldn’t exactly force myself to care enough to apologize. “You’ll live … unless the baby eats you.”

      “Whatever.” Carly prodded Lexie toward the door, even though it was obvious my cousin would prefer to stay behind and watch the show. “By the way, the basement looks completely normal. I hid all your stuff in the closet off the wine room. You can thank me with a trip to the day spa in a couple of weeks.”

      That sounded like absolute torture. Still, she did the work I wasn’t keen to bury myself in, so I owed her something. “Your baby probably isn’t an alien,” I amended. “It’s far more likely to be a little devil than an alien.”

      Carly glared so hard I thought she was trying to spit fire from her eyes. “I really hate you sometimes.”

      “Yes, well, that’s a common occurrence with me. You’ll learn to accept it.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She offered a half wave before disappearing through the front door with Lexie in tow. I waited until the door was shut to turn my full attention to Eliot.

      “So, we should probably put these groceries away and then handle the pots and pans … and the glasses … and the flatware. Oh, and I got new pillows and sheets.”

      Instead of immediately responding, Eliot gave me a long stare. “What did Carly mean when she said the basement looks completely normal?”

      “Oh, well … .” I hadn’t gotten around to telling him about my master plan to schmooze his mother.

      “Don’t bother.” Eliot stalked away from the counter and headed toward the stairs that led to the basement. “I’ll look for myself.”

      I scrambled after him. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Hey, don’t call me a liar.” I was the only person I knew who could turn a defensive position to an offensive one without feeling an ounce of guilt. “If I say it’s not a big deal, then it’s not a big deal.”

      “I still don’t believe you.” Eliot tapped the light switch the second we hit the basement, his mouth dropping open when he took in the shelves and walls. “Un-freaking-believable!”

      Uh-oh. He didn’t sound happy. And here I thought he would be excited to have something clean and well-maintained to show his mother. “It’s just until your mother leaves. Then I’m putting it all back.”

      “But … why?” Eliot was flustered as he moved to the nearest shelf. When he’d left for the day it was covered with Harry Potter trinkets. The Noble Collection had awesome things like Dobby bookends, replicas of the Horcrux locket and a few stuffed animals that I simply couldn’t do without. Now they were all missing, replaced with normal photo frames, boring bookends and a little bucket with dried flowers sticking out of it.

      “Your mother will think I’m weird,” I explained. “My mother thinks I’m weird. I’m fine with that because it’s been my goal for a long time to see if I can get her head to spin around like that kid in The Exorcist.

      “Your mother is a different story,” I continued, searching for the right words to convey my rapidly deflating argument. The more I talked, the more idiotic I sounded. Even I could hear it. “You want to impress her with your new house ... and your awesome business … and your snazzy new girlfriend. I can’t be snazzy if she’s spending all her time wondering why I haven’t been committed.”

      Eliot’s eyes were full of fire rather than gratitude. “I don’t want you to be different.”

      “Don’t worry.” I managed to maintain my calm, but just barely. “I’m not going to be different. Your mother is simply going to believe I’m different.”

      “And you think you can pull that off?”

      “I managed to graduate college by convincing my professors that I wasn’t a complete and total moron,” I offered. “I don’t think this will be that different.”

      “I just cannot believe you did this.” Eliot ran his hand over his cheek as he stared at the shelf. “That bucket full of fake flowers looks ridiculous.”

      “Carly assures me that’s the sort of thing mothers like.”

      “How would she know?” Eliot challenged. “Last time I checked, she wasn’t even on speaking terms with her mother-in-law. It’s not as if she goes out of her way to make that woman like her.”

      Huh. That hadn’t even occurred to me. “Well … .”

      “No.” Eliot shook his head, firm. “I don’t like this. I’m not going to let it stand.”

      “You’re not going to let what stand?”

      “This! All of this!” He emphatically gestured toward the shelves. “I want all the stuff that was here earlier back. I don’t care if it takes us all night. We’re putting it back.”

      I balked, and not simply because I was lazy and didn’t want to do the work. “But … your mother won’t like the other stuff.”

      “You don’t know that,” Eliot shot back. “For all you know, she could be a closet Star Wars freak.”

      I perked up. “Is she?”

      “No. She likes things like Pride and Prejudice and only watches British television shows. She’s kind of a snob when she wants to be. But that’s not the point.”

      I was officially confused. “What is the point?”

      “I want you to be you,” Eliot replied without hesitation. “I want my mother to meet the real you, not some obnoxious suck-up who won’t be able to maintain a façade for more than five minutes.”

      I was fairly certain that was an insult. “I’m a marvelous actress when I want to be.”

      “You’re a passable actress when you want to get information from a source,” Eliot corrected. “The rest of the time you’re simply Avery. I’m fine with that. I happen to love Avery … except when she does weird crap like this.” He gritted his teeth as he circled the room. “This is not you.”

      I stared at him for a long moment, my heart giving a lurch. “You really don’t care that your mother may hate me?”

      “Avery, my mother and I have our own issues,” Eliot replied. “She won’t be especially happy with me because of the way I left home. She won’t have much time to care that you decorate with Star Wars collectibles when she’s busy attacking me for abandoning her.”

      For the first time since the topic of his mother visiting was broached, I looked beyond myself and saw things from Eliot’s point of view. “Oh.” I let loose a shaky breath. “You’re nervous, too, aren’t you?”

      Eliot bobbed his head. “My mother and I don’t have the easiest of relationships. You won’t make things better by pretending to be something you’re not.”

      “Even if your mother hates me?”

      “Avery, I already love you,” Eliot pointed out. “That won’t change. If my mother hates you, then we’ll get past it. We’ve handled everything else the world and your insatiable need to be right have thrown at us. I don’t know why this would be any different.”

      He had a point, but still … . “I think that’s easy for you to say because my mother loves you. In fact, she’d trade me for you in a heartbeat.”

      “Your mother is a loon.” Eliot leaned closer and pressed a quick kiss to the tip of my nose. “This won’t be easy. It’ll be difficult for both of us. You’ll only make things worse by trying to be someone else. I want you to be you. If she doesn’t like that … well … that’s her problem. I think you’re pretty terrific.”

      I warmed inside, something going gooey. “I think you’re pretty terrific, too.”

      “I know.” Eliot pulled me in for a hug before blowing out a sigh. “We have a lot of work to do. I guess I’ll handle the kitchen if you take care of things down here.”

      I balked. “Why do I have to be the one to handle everything down here? It will take longer.”

      “It will,” Eliot agreed. “But you whine if things aren’t exactly in the spots you want them. You’re anal retentive that way. I figure it will save us time if we split the tasks.”

      “And I’m not going to be anal retentive about the kitchen,” I mused, catching on. “You’re a smart guy.”

      “I try.”

      “You succeed.” I offered him a heartfelt smile, a spot of schmaltz infiltrating my heart. “Um … thanks for liking me the way I am.”

      Eliot rolled his eyes as he grabbed the sides of my face. “You make me so tired.”

      “Hey, I saved us from an uncomfortable shopping trip. In some ways, you could say I helped.”

      “Yes. That’s how I’ll try to remember this day.” He gave me a kiss and released me with a playful swat. “Now get to work. If we’re lucky, we’ll still have an hour for me to romance your socks off later tonight.”

      “Now that’s something I’m looking forward to.”

      “At least we’re on the same page there.”
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      My first official day of vacation (the previous day didn’t count because I blew it off for work) started pretty well. I woke to find Eliot curled next to me, my head on his shoulder and his arms wrapped tight around my back.

      I took a moment to study him in the morning light, enjoying the way his hair looked. Because he insisted on keeping his brown locks long, he had bedhead almost as often as I did. Of course, mine looked like a tornado had rolled through our bedroom, while his appeared to have been kissed by a light breeze, but I enjoyed the moment all the same.

      “What are you staring at?” Eliot murmured, shifting without opening his eyes.

      “What makes you think I’m staring?”

      “I can feel your eyes on me. It’s as if you’re trying to peer into my soul.”

      “Maybe I am.”

      “Yeah?” Eliot finally opened his eyes and smiled. “What do you see?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “A guy who makes me happy … at least most of the time.”

      “Oh, well, that’s sweet.” Eliot’s lips curved into a flirty smile as he squeezed me tight against his chest. “Someone is feeling gooey this morning.”

      “Yes, that’s me. Avery Shaw, queen of the gooey realm.”

      Eliot chuckled as he ran his hands over my back, his gaze turning serious. “Are you okay with my mother coming to visit?”

      “It’s a little late to be asking me that. You’re picking her up from the airport in a few hours.”

      “Fair point. Still, I should’ve asked. This is our house, after all. We share it.”

      “Yeah, well, if we start having to ask each other permission for relatives to visit then I’m going to be in a world of hurt.” My fingers snarled as I tried to comb through my hair. “My grandfather shows up naked in our pool when the mood strikes and you don’t complain about that.”

      “I believe I’ve complained about that multiple times.”

      “Yeah, but … you don’t complain to the point where you toss out an ultimatum or anything.”

      “That’s mostly because I know exactly how you’d react to an ultimatum,” Eliot supplied. “You’d dig in your heels until the end of time. You wouldn’t give in unless the zombie apocalypse forced you to do it for survival, and even then you might die just so you could say you won the argument.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The way he phrased it didn’t exactly paint me in the best light, though. “I might give in.”

      Eliot snorted. “When have you ever given in?”

      “Well … we’re together, aren’t we?”

      His eyes keen, Eliot propped himself up so he could better study my face. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Just that I swore to myself the first day I met you that I would never date you.”

      Eliot smirked. “You did?”

      I nodded. “I took one look at you, felt my stomach flip, and then warned myself that you were a very bad idea.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Well, to be fair, I didn’t know much about you at the time,” I said. “All I knew is that you owned a pawnshop and found me funny. You could’ve been deranged for all I knew.”

      Eliot barked out a laugh so loud it echoed throughout the room. “You are adorable. Do you know what I was thinking the day we met?”

      I was looking for a gun that day, so I had a fairly good guess. “That I was hot and you wanted to see if I was intent on wearing my panties the entire evening.”

      “I guess I was kind of wondering that,” Eliot conceded. “What I was thinking, though, was something vastly different. I was thinking that you were a mouthy pain in the rear and I needed to steer clear of you.”

      “Why? You just said I’m adorable.”

      “You are. But I saw trouble when I looked at you, and I was right.”

      “How have I been trouble?” I saw the question from his point of view before he could answer. “Other than the multiple times you’ve had to race to the rescue, how have I been trouble?”

      Eliot’s laugh was warm as his chest shook. “I can’t imagine why anyone would ever think you’re trouble.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Fine. I can see you have your serious face on, so I will answer in a serious manner. In truth, you’re nowhere near the trouble I thought you would be. Don’t get me wrong, life with you is never boring and you’re exceedingly difficult when you decide you want something and don’t care who you trample to get it, but our life is much easier than I expected.”

      “Some people would call that determined.”

      “Only people who never met you or others who are gluttons for punishment,” Eliot countered. “Still, when I first met you, I pitied the person you would end up with.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing at his hangdog expression.

      “I guess I was feeling sorry for myself, huh?”

      I nodded, happy to have this one last moment of goofy fun and quiet to enjoy before we had to face the harsh reality of the world … which was coming to knock on our door in the form of his mother.

      “I was wrong, too,” I offered after a beat. “I thought you were going to be a big mistake. You turned out to be a great idea. In fact, you turned out to be the best idea ever. I happen to have a lot of great ideas, so that’s saying something.”

      “Oh, you’re so freaking cute.” Eliot rolled so he was on top of me and buried his face in the hollow of my neck as he made chomping noises. “Do you want to be cute together before I have to head out?”

      Now that was an offer I couldn’t say no to. “Absolutely. Then you can make me breakfast.”

      “You’re on vacation,” Eliot reminded me. “I thought you would make me breakfast.”

      “Do you want to use food poisoning as a way to get out of picking up your mother at the airport?”

      “No.”

      “Then you should probably rethink your idea to make me cook.”

      “Good point.”

      

      “OKAY, MY MOTHER’S flight doesn’t arrive until about one.” Eliot was all business as he watched me inhale my eggs and hash browns. “I have to run to the shop to go over the books and handle a few things with the schedule, but I was thinking you might want to come with me.”

      I blinked several times as I swallowed my mashed potato and egg concoction. “You want me to go to the airport with you?” I asked, my stomach flipping hard enough that I worried I might not be able to finish the food I’d insisted that he cook. “I thought we agreed you were going to pick up your mother and then we were going to meet for dinner.”

      “We did agree to that.” Eliot fussed with his watchband. “I thought maybe you’d changed your mind or something.”

      He knew me better than that. “Or maybe you want me to go with you so your mother can pick on me during the drive back from the airport and leave you to be as kooky as you want to be.”

      “Trouble, you’re kooky enough for both of us.”

      “That wasn’t a denial,” I pointed out.

      “No, it wasn’t,” Eliot agreed, tilting his head to the side. “I might be a little more nervous than I let on about my mother’s visit. I don’t know why, but it suddenly just hit me.”

      I pressed the tip of my tongue against the back of my teeth as I debated how to respond. Finally, I said the only thing I could given the circumstances. He was nervous and needed me, after all. “I don’t want to go.”

      Eliot stared hard. “You don’t want to go?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know how cranky I get at the airport. I don’t think those are the best circumstances to meet your mother under.”

      “I’ve never been to the airport with you before.”

      “Oh, well, I guess you have that to look forward to.” I shoveled another forkful of food into my mouth to give myself time. “Besides, I think you need some alone time with your mother at the start,” I added once I’d swallowed. “She hasn’t seen you in years. Yes, I know you’ve spoken on the phone. Still, she’s your mother and deserves your full attention.”

      Instead of readily agreeing, Eliot offered up a wry look. “When was the last time you gave your mother your full attention?”

      “When I was sixteen and she caught me helping my grandfather burn leaves behind the restaurant. Because the police were there and threatening to take us in, it seemed she was a better option. Why do you think she’s so crazy now? Avery Shaw’s full attention is a thing to behold.”

      “I love it when you talk about yourself in the third person.”

      “I’ll make sure to do it more often.”

      “Please don’t.” Eliot heaved out a sigh as he gave me one final, hopeful look. “Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

      “I’m sure.” I grabbed the folded newspaper resting on the edge of the table. “I have to read the newspaper. Just because I’m on vacation, that doesn’t mean that I can shirk my reporter duties.”

      “That’s exactly what being on vacation means.”

      “No.” I shook my head and pointed at the front page of the paper. “If I don’t at least read about what my colleagues are up to I’ll fall behind. If I have to catch up when I return to my full-time duties I’ll be even ornerier than usual.”

      “And nobody wants that.” Eliot shuffled closer and bent down to give me a kiss. “I’m sad you won’t go with me, but I understand.”

      “Great.”

      “It just means I will have to carve out some special time for you to spend with my mother tomorrow so she can get to know you.”

      Ugh. Now he was just being mean. “I’m looking forward to it,” I lied. “In fact … .” I trailed off, my eyes traveling to the shared byline piece that Marvin put together after I’d finished with the initial work. “Huh.”

      “Huh, what?” Eliot asked, straightening. “You couldn’t have possibly come up with a reason you can’t spend time with my mother on such short notice. Even you’re not that good.”

      “It’s not that, although I will have an excuse by the time we meet for dinner,” I replied. “It seems someone died in that fire yesterday after all.”

      “The one you covered even though you were on vacation?”

      “That’s the one.” I furrowed my brow as I read. “His name was Jay Truman. He was seventy-five. Found on the seventeenth floor. Crenshaw thinks he was overwhelmed by smoke.”

      “Who is Crenshaw?”

      “The annoying chief I told you about.”

      “The one you want to make cry?”

      “I have a huge list of people I want to make cry before I die,” I answered. “He is definitely on it.”

      “Well, you have plenty of time to make that happen.” Eliot gave me another kiss before grabbing his keys. “Aren’t you going to wish me luck?”

      “For what?”

      “Picking up my mother.”

      “Oh, that.” I briefly lowered the paper. “Just treat her the way I treat my mother.”

      “I don’t want to kill her.”

      “Hey, you’d be surprised how entertaining a deranged mother can be.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      

      I WAS ON VACATION.

      It was a strange feeling to be alone with my thoughts, nothing to do but pace. I wasn’t used to it. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more uncomfortable I became.

      When Eliot first floated the idea of a vacation, I embraced it. I pictured lazy days by the pool, sweaty nights and nonstop margaritas in the downstairs basement. We’d taken a vacation before, although it wasn’t something I ever wanted to repeat. He wanted to go camping and I surprised him with a trip to Michigan’s thumb so we could partake of the great outdoors. It turned out to be a nightmare. I am not an outdoors girl unless cabana boys and indoor plumbing are readily available. I came to that conclusion swiftly and would never change my mind on the subject.

      This vacation was different. Not only would I have time off – and Eliot, too, which was a relief because otherwise I would probably lose my mind – but his mother would be staying in our house. I didn’t like people infringing on my space. Sure, she was most likely a perfectly nice woman. She would probably need to be entertained, though, and I hated entertaining people.

      On a whim, I grabbed my cell phone and dialed my cousin Derrick’s direct line at the Macomb County Sheriff’s Department. He was a high-ranking deputy and the only person I knew who could answer questions about the fire without being overly suspicious. Okay, he would probably be suspicious. But he had bigger things to worry about besides how I was spending my vacation.

      Derrick picked up on the fourth ring, sounding harried. “You’d better be in imminent danger and in need of police assistance.”

      I rolled my eyes, thankful he couldn’t see me through the phone. “Is that any way to greet your favorite cousin?”

      “I didn’t realize you’d suddenly turned into Mario.”

      I made a derisive sound in the back of my throat. “Mario isn’t your favorite cousin.”

      “Neither are you.”

      He sounded as if he was in a terrible mood. I should probably ask him about his day or something, at least feign that I cared before I hammered him for information. “Well, you’re my favorite cousin.”

      “Lexie is your favorite cousin.”

      Right. He knew that. She was his sister, after all. I should’ve probably worded my lie differently. “You’re my second favorite cousin.”

      “Mario is your second favorite.”

      “Only sometimes. He can be a pain in the butt when he wants to be.”

      “As opposed to you, who is a pain in the butt every second of every day.”

      Yup, he was in a craptastic mood. That meant he was going to be even more difficult to deal with than usual. I would have to approach him with a soft touch. “What crawled up your butt and died?”

      “Nothing.” Derrick’s tone shifted to one of feigned patience. “Why would you ask me something like that?”

      “Because you’re being a real pill, and not the kind anyone wants to take because it makes them feel better.”

      “I’m being normal.”

      “You are not.”

      “I am so.”

      “You are not.”

      “I am so.”

      “Not, not, not.”

      “No matter how many times you say that, I know exactly what sort of mood I’m in and I’m fine,” Derrick snapped. “Now, is there a reason you’re calling? You’re supposed to be on vacation, which means other than family dinner I’m supposed to get a break from the Avery Shaw Train of Terror for the entire week.”

      I was quiet for a moment as things coalesced in my head. “Is this about knocking up your girlfriend and being forced to get married?”

      “No one is being forced,” Derrick snapped. “Everyone is happy about the turn of events.”

      I’d met the future mother of his kid. Devon Lange, a royal pain in the posterior of the ultimate magnitude. There was nothing happy about that woman. Of course, she was nicer to Derrick than she was to me – we had some animosity brewing that was likely never to dissipate – although that wasn’t saying much.

      “If you’re still frightened of being a father, I suggest adopting a dog so you can practice your skills,” I supplied. “By the time you master a puppy, a baby will seem easy.”

      “How do you not fall down from the weight of your own empty head more often?” Derrick challenged.

      “I have excellent balance.” I drummed my fingers on my knee as I turned to business. “What can you tell me about Jay Truman?”

      “Who is Jay Truman?”

      “The guy who died in the fire in Chesterfield Township yesterday,” I answered without hesitation. “I want to make sure he died of natural causes.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Derrick’s irritation was on full display as he swore under his breath. “Are you really calling about a dead guy when you’re supposed to be on vacation? I thought you were meeting Eliot’s mother.”

      “She doesn’t arrive for a few hours. I’m just killing time.”

      “By chasing a story?”

      “I … well … yes. What’s wrong with that?”

      “You’re crazy. That’s what’s wrong with that.” Derrick added a colorful string of curses to his end of the conversation before continuing. “I’m going to do you a favor.”

      “Really? That’s great. Just email the autopsy report to my personal inbox. I really appreciate it.”

      “That’s not the favor. The favor is that I’m going to give you nothing and end this call.”

      “You can’t do that,” I protested. “I’m a representative of the media. You can’t hide information from me.”

      “You’re a reporter on vacation. You’ll thank me for this one day.”

      “Don’t you dare hang up!”

      It was too late. The call ended, and I was left with nothing but my agitation to keep me company.

      “Well, so far I’m not liking this vacation thing,” I muttered. “This just bites.”
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      I spent another twenty minutes prowling around the house before giving up and grabbing my keys. I had a few hours to burn. That meant I could either waste time playing video games – which was only fun when I was supposed to be acting like an adult – or head back to the apartment complex to ask questions.

      I went the mature route and headed for the apartment complex. I was nothing if not diligent and wise beyond my years.

      I parked in the back of the lot, surprised to find it buzzing with people. Several faces I recognized from the fire department were on hand, but they all looked to be from the investigative arm, so I made a mental note to hit them up for information before leaving.

      The first person I stumbled across was Gina Dobbins. She was back in her spot, what looked to be an iced tea from Starbucks in her hand, and she was eagerly watching the show.

      “Hey.” I stopped beside her and offered a smile. “Any new gossip?”

      “Other than the fact that you didn’t quote me in the newspaper yesterday like you promised?” Gina challenged.

      Hmm. I hadn’t even noticed that she was left out of the piece. Oh, well, it wasn’t as if she was a major player. “Sorry. I filed my story early and then had to leave for the day. Another reporter took over.”

      “And … what? Are you saying he didn’t find me interesting?”

      “I’m saying that news of the body being discovered didn’t break until later in the afternoon,” I clarified, biting back a hot retort. I didn’t like the woman. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t pump her for information. “That was clearly the biggest part of the story. I apologize that a man’s death bumped you from your moment in the sun.”

      Gina ignored my sarcasm, or it simply didn’t register. “I know. It was such a bummer.” She sipped her tea. “I’ve been watching them out here for the past hour. They don’t seem to be doing much.”

      “Have they gone inside?”

      “Oh, yeah, a couple of times.”

      “Have they discussed letting residents in to try to salvage what they can from their units?”

      “I haven’t heard them say anything like that,” Gina replied. “I guess it’s possible, but a couple of the guys who were hanging back yesterday said they’re worried about the roof collapsing.”

      “I doubt they’ll let anyone inside the building if that’s a possibility.”

      “No. I’m hoping they condemn it. The sooner that happens, the sooner they’ll tear it down and I won’t have to look at it. If they let people in to grab stuff, it will simply take longer. I don’t want it to take longer.”

      “You’re all heart.”

      Gina adopted an innocent expression. “I am. If it’s too dangerous to go inside, people shouldn’t risk it. Items can be replaced. People can’t.”

      “Fair enough.” I didn’t believe she had an altruistic bone in her body, but she wasn’t my primary concern. “Have you seen any of the residents hanging out? I’d like to talk to a few of them.”

      “They’re over there.” Gina inclined her chin toward the lot at the far side of the building. “They’ve got the Red Cross over there helping people. If you ask me, it’s ridiculous that my hard-earned tax dollars are going to something like that.”

      “The American Red Cross is a charity organization,” I informed her.

      “So?”

      “So they don’t take tax dollars. Private citizens donate. That’s how they get the money they use for incidents like this.”

      “Oh, well, that’s neither here nor there.” Gina shifted from one foot to the other, clearly uncomfortable. “I’m sure that people donating their money don’t want it to go toward helping others after a fire.”

      “That’s exactly why people donate to that particular group.” I offered up a half wave as I stepped away. If I spent more time with her I would lose my legendary cool and add her to my list of people I wanted to see cry. She was hovering next to a very dangerous line as it was. “I need to talk to them. I’m sure I’ll see you around later.”

      “Absolutely.” Gina bobbed her head. “You can quote me again for your story if you want.”

      “I’ll consider it.”

      I scuffed my Nike slides against the pavement as I made my way to the second lot. The group of people I found there looked ragtag and perhaps as if they were still in shock. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for them. One minute they were enjoying a nice day in their apartments and the next they were homeless with no way to reclaim their personal property. It was beyond sad.

      I picked an older woman out of the crowd – she looked to be in her sixties – and headed toward her. She stood away from the crowd, a bottle of water clutched against her chest, and her eyes roamed the façade of the building. From this vantage point, it looked largely untouched.

      “Hi.”

      The woman jerked her head in my direction. “I … hello.” She cleared her throat and collected herself, doing her best to shove that momentary flash of surprise I saw flit through her eyes to the back so she could appear welcoming. “Are you with the Red Cross?”

      “No. I’m with The Monitor.”

      She knit her eyebrows. “Is that a help organization?”

      “It’s the county newspaper.”

      “Oh.” She laughed to herself as she fanned her face. It was late August, which meant the oppressive Michigan humidity was on full display. “I’m sorry. I actually knew that. My mind is a bit scattered today.”

      “That’s okay. You clearly have other things to worry about.” I extended my hand. “I’m Avery Shaw.”

      “Are you really?” The woman leaned forward as she shook my hand, searching my face for signs that I was lying. “Wow. I can’t believe I’m actually meeting you.”

      Oh, yeah. I’m famous in certain circles. It’s not for anything award-worthy or anything, in case you’re wondering. Usually I’m just splashed all over the television because I’ve managed to somehow insert myself into a story. That’s frowned upon in media circles, by the way, but I’ve never met a rule I didn’t want to break.

      “I’m really her.” I smiled as I pulled back my hand and wiped the transferred sweat on my shorts. “Did you live in the building?”

      The woman nodded, her expression turning sad. “Yeah. For ten years.”

      “That’s a total bummer.”

      She chuckled. “To say the least. I’m hopeful they’ll allow me inside to get my photographs. They’re the most important thing to me.”

      I’d never really considered it before. Younger people would never have to worry about losing memories if a box of photographs burned because everything they snapped was safe in the Cloud. “I’m sure they’ll make arrangements to at least allow you to look. What floor did you live on?”

      “Seventeen.”

      Hmm. Now we were getting somewhere. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe I got your name.”

      “That’s my bad.” She was back to chuckling in her nervous and worn way. She reminded me of a rubber band readying to snap. “I’m so flustered that I can’t keep anything straight today. My name is Shirley Trombley.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. I wouldn’t worry about keeping things straight. This is a lot for anyone to deal with.”

      “Yeah. I can’t believe it happened to me.”

      I made a big show of staring at the building before shifting a bit closer to her. I wanted her to see me as a nice person, not a threat, but Eliot wasn’t wrong about me being a poor actress at times. Usually when it came to digging for a story, though, I was on top of my game.

      “Have they told you anything?” I asked after a beat, gesturing toward the fire inspectors with my thumb. “I mean … do you know how it happened?”

      “I don’t,” Shirley replied. “They haven’t said. They’re reasonably sure that it started on one of the higher floors, but they haven’t narrowed it down yet because they say it’s not safe to head up there.”

      “I can see that.” I tilted my head to the side, considering. “I know you won’t feel lucky no matter what because this is a true tragedy, but things could’ve been worse. If the fire started on a lower floor, odds are that a lot of people on higher floors would’ve been trapped. The body count could’ve been much higher.”

      “I never thought about that. You’re right.”

      “Yeah. Still, someone died.”

      “I heard. Jay.” Shirley looked sad. “It’s such a terrible thing. I was shocked when I heard people whispering about it. I heard that he was found on the seventeenth floor, my floor. I have no idea what he was doing there because he lived one floor above me.”

      “You knew him?” That was a stroke of luck. “How well did you know him?”

      “Oh, not all that well. Jay wasn’t exactly the friendly sort.”

      “No? Was he mean?”

      “I don’t think that’s the word I’d use,” Shirley hedged. “He was more, um, curmudgeonly.”

      In my book, those words meant the same thing. Still, I didn’t want to alienate Shirley because she was proving to be a fountain of information on a hot day. “Did he not like noise or something?”

      “He didn’t like noise … or children … or pets. Penny Bishop swears up and down she once saw him trying to shove a dog down the garbage chute.”

      However mean and nasty I fancied myself, even I was appalled at that visual. “Why?”

      “It was Chico. He’s Marge Debney’s dog. He’s one of those little Chihuahua things and he makes a ton of noise at all hours of the day. I never knew it was possible for such a little dog to make so much noise.”

      “That sounds … lovely.” I shook my head. I wasn’t much of a dog person. It’s not that I dislike them so much as they seem like way too much work. Even though I don’t have a cat, I always figured I was more inclined to get along with a cat than a dog. They’re little tyrants, too, which means we had something in common. “Did Jay have any family?”

      “I don’t think he got a lot of visitors, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “He was found on the seventeenth floor,” I pressed. “You said he lived on the eighteenth floor. Is there any possibility that he was visiting someone?”

      “I don’t think he had any friends in the building. Everyone hated him. If he had a lawn, he would be the sort of guy who sat in a chair and yelled for kids to get off it.”

      I smiled at the visual. “Someone must’ve cared enough to spend time with him.”

      “I can’t say I ever saw him with anyone,” Shirley countered. “Sometimes he’d sit out on his balcony and drop things on people in the parking lot, but that was the most stimulation I saw him getting most days.”

      I had to ask. It was just sitting there. “What kinds of things did he drop?”

      “Oh, water … and sometimes he would throw a rotten tomato or banana. One time he threw a bunch of pieces of stale bread on some kids smoking in the parking lot and they were swarmed by seagulls.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip to keep from laughing. Jay Truman sounded like quite a guy. Sure, he was clearly a nasty guy, but that seagull trick sounded like all kinds of fun. “Well, I guess that’s fairly terrible.”

      Shirley gave me an appraising look. “Go ahead and laugh if you want.”

      “What makes you think I want to laugh?”

      “Everyone laughs at that story.”

      “That’s because it’s funny.” I gave her a chuckle, talked to her a few more minutes, and then headed toward Kendra Walsh when I caught sight of her on the other side of the American Red Cross station. She brightened considerably when she saw me approaching.

      “Hey. I was wondering if I would see you again.”

      For a brief moment I considered the possibility that she’d confused me with someone else. Almost no one – and that includes Eliot – was ever that excited to see me. “Oh, well … here I am.” I pasted a smile on my face even though I worried the conversation was about to go sideways. “How are you doing?”

      “Okay.” Kendra spared a glance for Serafina, who was shyly hiding behind her mother’s leg as she stared at me. Kids didn’t like me, which I encouraged. This one was quiet but looked like a handful, so I was happy to keep her at bay. “We got to stay in a hotel last night and got some sleep, although now we have a lot to deal with thanks to all this.” She gestured toward the building. “It’s such a mess.”

      “Yeah, I don’t envy what’s in front of you,” I offered. “Still, the Red Cross should be able to help, and hopefully it won’t take you too long to find another apartment.”

      “I already have a line on one thanks to my sister. The building is nicer, and it’s not too far away.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Yeah. I have an interview with them this afternoon. Keep your fingers crossed that things work out.”

      “I’ll definitely do that.” I looked around. “Did you know the guy who died?”

      “Jay?” Kendra made a face. “I know it’s wrong to speak ill of the dead, but … he was not a nice man.”

      “Yes, I heard about the bread thing with the seagulls.”

      “Oh, that was funny,” Kendra countered. “The tomatoes, bananas and urine weren’t so funny.”

      I stilled. “He threw urine off the balcony?”

      “Yeah. He’d stand up there, right out in the open, and pee in a bottle. Then he’d wait for someone to come outside so he could throw it at them. He was horrible.”

      Okay, he was definitely less funny now. The bread antics deserved a chuckle. If I ever got pegged with someone else’s urine while walking across a parking lot I would start throwing punches and kicks no matter how old the person doing the urine tossing was. “Well, I guess you’re not sad he’s dead then, huh?”

      “I wouldn’t say that. I don’t think anyone should die under circumstances like these.”

      “I was joking.”

      “I didn’t know him that well,” Kendra added. “I saw him in the lobby every once in a while – and everyone knew to steer clear of his part of the lot – but I can’t ever remember exchanging more than a couple of words with him.”

      That was a bummer. It didn’t appear Kendra would be able to give me any more information on our dead guy. “Well, that’s too bad. I’m glad you’ve got the apartment thing worked out. That must be a huge load off.”

      “It’s not completely done yet, but should be this afternoon.” Kendra’s expression brightened at the mere thought. “There’s an actual play area at the new complex for kids.”

      “That sounds like it’s a step up.”

      “I have to find a way to afford new furniture.”

      “Yeah, well, nothing in life is perfect.”

      Kendra let loose a low chuckle as she grabbed Serafina’s hand and squeezed. “We should probably be going, but I wanted to ask … did you find the man who carried Serafina out of the building?”

      Until she asked the question I’d almost completely forgotten about the mysterious man who disappeared right after playing hero. “No. You haven’t seen him since?”

      “I haven’t. I thought that’s why you wanted to talk to me.”

      “I didn’t see him after the fact either,” I mused, rubbing the back of my neck. “I kind of forgot about him when I heard about Jay’s death.”

      “I guess that makes sense. Jay is the bigger story, right?”

      “Yeah. Still, I wouldn’t mind tracking him down for an interview. I wonder why he doesn’t want to be recognized for what he did.”

      “Maybe he’s shy.”

      Stranger things had happened. I didn’t understand why anyone was shy, but I was raised by a bunch of loudmouths who couldn’t stop themselves from sharing opinions … even if nobody wanted to hear them. “I guess that’s possible. I’ll check with the chief and see if he tracked him down. If he didn’t, well, I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “It’s not the end of the world. I just wanted to thank him for saving my daughter.”

      “Yeah.” I smiled at the kid as she waved at me before tugging her mother’s hand to tell her it was time to go. “I’ll let you know if I find him.”

      “Please do that. It’s important to me.”

      “I’ll do my best.”
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      I spent another two hours interviewing neighbors. I wasn’t technically on the job and couldn’t dangle a story in front of them (unless I totally wanted to tick off Fish, which I wasn’t ruling out), so I conversed with the neighbors in a friendly manner.

      Unfortunately for myself, I didn’t find out anything interesting. It seemed Jay was definitely the complex crank, and everyone hated him. It also seemed he didn’t have any family dropping in to visit and he was well and truly alone. It almost made me sad.

      Almost.

      Hey, the guy peed in a bottle and threw it on people. There was only so much sympathy I could muster.

      I had set the alarm on my phone to remind me when to head to the chophouse on Groesbeck. That’s where Eliot and I had agreed to meet for dinner (apparently his mother loved a good steak). I was disappointed when the alarm sounded, but quickly offered a wave to the residents I’d been conversing with before hopping in my car.

      One glance in the mirror told me I looked a little rough around the edges – it was a hot day and I’d been sweating nonstop – so I pulled into a pharmacy to buy some dry shampoo, those wipes that make you smell daisy fresh even if you’ve been living in your own sweaty armpit and some fresh makeup.

      I spent thirty minutes in my car, the air conditioning blasting directly at my face, and worked on my hair and face until I looked presentable. I probably should’ve headed home to change, but I didn’t build that much time into my afternoon excursion. I would remember better next time I decided to cover my tracks while working during my vacation. I was one of those people who constantly enjoyed learning, after all.

      I was just about finished with my efforts when my phone dinged. It was Eliot, and he was running an hour behind schedule because his mother’s flight had been delayed.

      Well, crap. I could’ve gone home and changed my clothes. It was too late to drive all the way across town. It wasn’t too late to stop at the mall right around the corner from the restaurant, though. I could buy fresh clothes at Kohl’s and no one would be the wiser about my afternoon adventure.

      That sounded like a grand plan.

      I parked close to mall’s endcap so I could avoid most of the crowd taking refuge from the heat inside the mall and headed toward the door that led to the mall, pulling up short when I recognized the food truck parked in the middle of the lot.

      It was green – a recent development because my cousin Mario read that most people find the color green soothing – and the awning over the order window was a garish purple. I could clearly see Mario and my grandfather taking orders.

      Three people were in line when I strolled up to the truck, but that didn’t stop me from making my presence known. “What are you guys doing here?”

      Grandpa spared me a glance as he handed the first woman in line a takeout container. “We’re being entrepreneurs. What are you doing here?”

      “I was out doing stuff I shouldn’t have been doing and sweated through my clothes,” I answered distractedly. “I’m supposed to meet Eliot and his mother for dinner so I thought I would cheat and buy a new pair of pants and a top so I could pretend I wasn’t doing something stupid.”

      Grandpa arched an eyebrow. “Good plan.”

      “I’m full of them,” I agreed, shaking my head as I peered around the food truck and into the store. “Do they know you’re out here?”

      “I have an arrangement with the mall owner,” Grandpa replied, unruffled. “He lets us set up shop here and in exchange I don’t tell his wife what I caught him doing in the alley behind the restaurant six weeks ago.”

      Oh, well, that was interesting. “What was he doing in the alley?”

      “The same thing you and Jake used to do in the alley when you were teenagers.”

      “He was smoking pot and making fun of my mom behind her back?” I feigned outrage. “That’s my thing.”

      “Ha, ha.” Grandpa rolled his eyes. “I thought you were here to shop. You’re distracting me while I’m trying to work.”

      “I am here to shop,” I confirmed. “But I want to talk to you about something before I go. I’m going to run inside and grab something and be right back. Work through all of your customers as quickly as you can.”

      The look Grandpa shot me was withering. “That’s generally how I operate.”

      “Good. Then we’re on the same page.”

      

      I PICKED OUT THE FIRST peasant blouse that didn’t make me want to retch and a pair of cargo pants that made my butt look cute before checking out and changing in the bathroom. I shoved my sweaty clothes into the bag provided by the store, and when I returned to the food truck Grandpa was waiting for me in the shade next to the store. He had an iced tea in his hand.

      “For me?” I grabbed the beverage and took a drink. “Nice.”

      “I got that for myself,” Grandpa groused.

      “Well, you snooze you lose.”

      “I already drank from it.” Grandpa grinned as I blanched. It was a well-known fact that I hated sharing drinks with people because I desperately wanted to avoid backwash. Even Eliot couldn’t coax me into sharing a drink at the movies because it grossed me out. He found my aversion to backwash funny, pointing out we shared spit all the time when we kissed. I refused to back down, though, because I’m set in my ways. Hey, he knew what he was taking on before we enjoyed an official date.

      “You can have this back.” I slapped the iced tea into Grandpa’s hand and worked overtime not to roll my eyes when he grinned.

      “That’s a cute outfit,” Grandpa said, taking a moment to look me up and down. “The shirt has ruffles.”

      “So?”

      “So, you usually don’t wear shirts with ruffles.”

      “I wear ruffles all the time.”

      “Name one instance.”

      “Well … .” I racked my brain and came up empty. “Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Sure.” Grandpa bobbed his head. “Just as soon as you tell me why you’re wearing a shirt with ruffles.”

      I was at the end of my rope. “Have you ever considered that I like ruffles?”

      “No. You’re a camouflage girl, not a ruffles aficionado.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I blew out a sigh and pinned him with an irritated look. “If you must know, I’m having dinner with Eliot and his mother. It’s my first time meeting her and I want to look nice.”

      “Oh.” Grandpa’s chuckle was low and mocking. “It’s getting serious, huh? You’re actually meeting his mother.”

      “I don’t know that I would use the term ‘serious,’” I hedged.

      “You moved in with him.”

      “Yes, well, give it a rest.” My agitation came out to play. “I might be a little nervous.” It was hard for me to admit that. I couldn’t hide anything from my grandfather, so there was no point trying to accomplish the impossible. “I’ve never been good with mothers.”

      “Especially your own.”

      “Definitely not my own,” I agreed, shifting on the bench so I could get comfortable. “I never really thought about Eliot’s mother because she was in another state and he didn’t talk about her much. I knew he called her every two weeks or so and spent about an hour talking to her, but they seemed like really boring conversations about the weather and flowers, so I didn’t pay much attention.”

      Grandpa snorted. “You’re nothing if not predictable.”

      I didn’t know what that was supposed to mean, so I ignored it. “Then, out of the blue, he said that she was coming to visit. She’s going to stay in our house and everything. He seemed excited one minute and terrified the next.”

      “And that put you on edge,” Grandpa surmised. “Don’t bother denying it. I know how your mind works.”

      I wasn’t sure that was true. “I can’t help wanting her to like me because … well, just because. It’s a weird feeling for me, though, because I spend all of my time not caring if other people like me.”

      “I think you’re wrong on that front,” Grandpa countered. “It’s not that you don’t care if people like you. It’s that you openly try to tick certain people off, which has garnered you a rather colorful reputation. You like that reputation.”

      “I guess.”

      “Also, when you met Eliot, you weren’t looking for a relationship,” Grandpa continued. “You were looking for a gun to protect yourself. He kind of snuck under your radar.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

      “You didn’t try to win Eliot’s affections,” Grandpa explained. “You were too distracted by other things. That was to your advantage because Eliot had time to get to know you when you weren’t trying to be something you’re not.”

      “I never try to be something I’m not.”

      “Hey, I happen to like you how you are, kid,” Grandpa supplied. “But you’re nowhere near as mean as you pretend to be.”

      “Oh, I’m mean.”

      “You are when people deserve it,” Grandpa agreed. “I like that mean edge you have. Why do you think I encouraged you so much when you were a teenager?”

      “So you could have a partner in crime when you decided to taunt the area cops.”

      “Well, that’s a fair point.” Grandpa grinned as he cast me a sidelong look. “You’re basically a good person with a unique attitude. Eliot saw that because you didn’t try to hide it. That’s how you ended up together.”

      “Is that your roundabout way of saying that Eliot’s mother will like me if I allow her to see the real me?” I asked.

      Grandpa shrugged. “I don’t know. Eliot’s mother might well and truly hate you.”

      “Oh, well, that makes me feel better.”

      “You can’t force that woman to like you if she’s predisposed to dislike you.”

      “I know.”

      “What does Eliot say?”

      “Well, he blew up last night when I paid Carly and Lexie to come to the house and hide all my Star Wars stuff.”

      Grandpa’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “Why would you do that? That doesn’t sound like you.”

      “I don’t know.” That was the truth. I still didn’t know why I did it. Anyone else in the world and I wouldn’t have cared. Eliot’s mother was a different story. “I guess it’s because Eliot has no other family than his mother, at least as far as I know. If she doesn’t like me then he’s going to have to make a choice.”

      “And you think he won’t choose you?”

      “No, I think the opposite.” I was uncomfortable thanks to Grandpa’s studied stare. “He’ll pick me, but then that means he will lose his mother. I don’t think that’s fair. If anyone should lose their mother, it’s me. I have plenty of other family waiting in the wings. Eliot only has his mother.”

      “Oh.” Grandpa’s lips curved, making me feel a bit stupid. “You’re doing what you think is best for Eliot. That’s also not like you.”

      “Oh, geez.” I slapped my hand to my forehead. “I don’t need this.”

      “Well, you’re going to get it.” Grandpa was matter-of-fact. “Kid, you’ve always been a bit selfish. That’s not necessarily a bad thing. It’s not necessarily a good thing either. While I’m a great believer that you should always be yourself, I think you were following a different instinct this time. It was the instinct to make sure Eliot got what he needed for a change.”

      “Eliot made me put everything back. He says that’s not what he needed.”

      “I know. You still thought you were doing the right thing for Eliot. I applaud that. Just because you ultimately made a boneheaded move doesn’t mean your heart wasn’t in the right place. Eliot is right. You should be yourself.”

      “Even if his mother hates me?”

      “I think you can only do your very best and see what cards you’re dealt.”

      “I hate poker metaphors.”

      “Yes, well, you’ll survive.” Grandpa patted my knee and grinned. “Did you say you wanted to talk to me about something? I’m guessing being nervous about Eliot’s mother coming to visit isn’t what you had in mind.”

      The conversational shift threw me, but I caught up quickly. “Oh, right. I did have a question to ask you. Have you ever heard of a Jay Truman?”

      Grandpa pursed his lips and shook his head. “Not that I recall. Why?”

      I told him about my afternoon, ignoring the way he made faces about how I was on vacation and should be focused on other things. When I was done, instead of lambasting me for poor scheduling, Grandpa looked thoughtful as he stroked his chin.

      “Jay Truman? Are you sure that was the name?”

      I nodded. “He was seventy-five and lived in those high-rise apartments in Chesterfield Township.”

      “I know the apartments you’re talking about,” Grandpa said. “I saw on the news yesterday that they burned down.”

      “Are you sure you don’t recognize the name?” I prodded. “For a second there you looked as if you were going to say something else.”

      “Well, here’s the thing … .” Grandpa broke off and tilted his head back, as though searching through old memories. “I did know a Jay Truman, now that you mention it.”

      “You said you didn’t.”

      “Well, it was thirty years ago,” Grandpa explained. “I didn’t immediately remember him, but I’m pretty sure I know the guy you’re talking about.”

      “How can you be sure?” I challenged. “That has to be a common name.”

      “Yes, but I saw his photograph in the newspaper this morning and it looked familiar. I didn’t read the full story because I was in a hurry, but now that you’ve mentioned the name and I’ve had a chance to think about that photo, I definitely think that’s the same Jay Truman I knew back in the day.”

      I leaned forward, officially intrigued. “Okay. What have you got?”

      “He worked for Sandusky Sanitation.”

      I blinked several times as I ran the information through my head. “I guess I’m not sure what that has to do with anything,” I said after a beat. “Why is that important?”

      “Sandusky Sanitation doesn’t exist any longer – it’s been sold at least five times the past thirty years – but back in the day it was supposedly run by the mob.”

      I held up a hand to still him. “Wait … why would the mob want to take over a sanitation company?”

      Grandpa gave me a pitying look. “Oh, you’re so young.”

      “I’m not that young.”

      “Fine, you’re stupid.” Grandpa’s eyes lit with amusement as I glared. “The mob often hides what it’s doing in sanitation companies. That’s a known fact.”

      That didn’t make much sense to me. “Don’t you have to actually pick up garbage if people contract you to do that job?”

      “Yes. But it’s easy to launder money through a sanitation business because you can make up fake clients. It’s also easy to travel to different parts of the area without garnering attention because no one wants to look at a garbage truck. Oh, and there’s also that pesky business of hiding a body. Owning the company that buries garbage when trying to dump a body is pretty much a necessity.”

      I could see he’d given it a lot of thought. “And you think Jay Truman worked for Sandusky Sanitation?”

      “I know he did,” Grandpa replied. “He used to come in the restaurant once a week. Every Friday he would meet a local guy – Pete Cox, I believe his name was – for breakfast. They would eat, have coffee and talk in the corner. When it was time for the meeting to break up, Pete would hand Jay a brown paper bag and they would go their separate ways.”

      I was officially dumbfounded. “You let the mob do business in your restaurant?”

      “I let two guys have breakfast in my restaurant and talk about whatever they wanted to talk about,” Grandpa clarified. “It wasn’t my business.”

      “Still, I wouldn’t think you’d want to get involved with that.”

      “That’s why I didn’t say anything to them,” Grandpa said. “If I’d warned them to stay out, that would’ve been getting involved. I simply pretended I didn’t know what they were doing.”

      “I guess.” I scratched the side of my nose as I considered my current conundrum. “I don’t even know that Jay Truman’s death was planned or anything. It could’ve been natural causes or a result of the fire. I’m not working, so I haven’t seen the autopsy results.”

      “And yet something inside is urging you to take a closer look,” Grandpa noted. “Why do you think that is?”

      “I honestly don’t know.”

      “Well, you might want to give it some thought.” Grandpa squeezed my shoulder before he groaned and got to his feet. “You also might want to give the idea of being yourself some thought. I know you don’t want to hear it, but that’s clearly what Eliot wants.”

      “But … why?”

      “Because he wants his mother to get to know the real person he’s fallen in love with.”

      “She won’t like me. Mothers don’t like me.”

      “Eliot likes you. All his mother has to do is respect you. I’m fairly certain you can pull that off.”

      “I think you might have more faith in me than I deserve.”

      “And I think you’re feeling sorry for yourself and I don’t like it.” Grandpa turned stern. “Suck it up and be yourself. You’ll be better in the long run for it.”

      I could only hope he was right.
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      Eliot’s truck was already in the lot when I parked at the chophouse. I ran a brush through my hair, checked my makeup in the mirror, and then forced myself to walk the distance between my car and the entrance, even though every instinct inside screamed that I should make a break for it.

      I stopped by the hostess stand and volunteered the name of my party, hoping I didn’t look deranged as she gave me a once-over before leading me to our table.

      “Are you with the guy who made the reservation?” she asked as we navigated through the restaurant.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re lucky.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s hot.”

      “Oh.” I smiled to myself, genuinely amused. “He’s definitely hot.”

      “He seems nice, too.”

      “He has his moments.”

      “How does he look naked?”

      The woman’s blunt question caught me off guard, but I had to give her props for getting to the heart of matters. “Sonnets should be written.”

      “That’s what I figured.” The hostess made a face. “Your party is right there. I’ll send the server to get your drink order.”

      “Thank you.”

      Eliot’s attention was on his mother when I caught sight of him. His face was impassive and he intently listened as the woman spoke. I couldn’t see her face because her back was to me, but she looked like the sort of woman my mother would love. Maggie Kane’s hair was perfectly coiffed even though she’d spent two hours on a plane. Her outfit was straight out of the Ann Taylor Loft catalog. Suddenly I felt way underdressed.

      “There she is.” Eliot beamed when he saw me and got to his feet.

      Even if I wanted to run, it was out of the question now. I had to face my fears and meet a mother I couldn’t control. To be fair, I couldn’t control my own mother either. I do know every button to push to drive her insane, and she often storms off in the middle of a fight because she can’t take another second of my mouth. That’s not exactly the same as controlling her in my book.

      “Hey, Trouble.” Eliot greeted me with a quick kiss and hug – something told me he needed the physical contact to anchor himself – before releasing me and pointing toward his mother. “Mom, this is Avery Shaw. Avery, this is my mother.”

      I smiled at the woman, hoping the expression came off as genuine rather than deranged. “Hello, Mrs. Kane.” I wiped my sweaty palm against my slacks before extending my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Eliot’s mother stared at my hand for a beat before shaking it. I didn’t miss the way her eyes roamed up and down – or the way she lingered over my hair, which was a bit wavy thanks to the humidity – but finally she broke out a warm smile. “You can call me Maggie.”

      “Oh, well … .” I wasn’t sure I felt comfortable with that.

      “Please, I insist.” Maggie beamed, patting the spot between her and Eliot so I could sit. “I was starting to wonder if you were coming. I didn’t want to accuse Eliot of making you up, but he’s been talking about you for a full year so I was hoping you were real.”

      “Oh, well, I’m as real as they come.” I swallowed hard as I sat, my mouth suddenly dry. I grabbed the glass of water in front of me and gulped half of it down before continuing. “So … um … how was your flight?”

      Eliot narrowed his eyes, something unidentifiable passing over his features. Whatever it was, he opted to keep it to himself. “Mom’s flight wasn’t the best.”

      “It was terrible,” Maggie agreed. “First the flight was delayed because it was top heavy.”

      “What? Did you have strippers on the plane or something?”

      “Excuse me?” Maggie knit her eyebrows. “I don’t understand.”

      Eliot smothered a laugh behind his hand as he handed me a breadstick. “It was a joke, Mom.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      I was mortified. I’d barely met the woman and my mouth was already out of control. Who makes a joke about strippers being top heavy two minutes into an initial meeting with a significant other’s mother? Me, that’s who. “It wasn’t funny anyway.”

      “Oh, well, where was I?” The look Maggie shot me was full of puzzled curiosity. “Right. The plane was top heavy, which meant people had to stow their suitcases underneath the plane. No one wanted to hand over their carry-ons, so we sat on the runway for an hour until enough people volunteered.”

      “That’s ridiculous. You’d think they would stop people from bringing further carry-on luggage aboard once they hit their limit.”

      “You would think,” Maggie agreed. “Still, it’s not the end of the world. We made it in the air – and there was a fair bit of turbulence – but we landed safely and Eliot was waiting for me at baggage claim. It’s so good to see you, honey bunny.” She instinctively leaned over the table and grabbed Eliot’s hand so she could give it a good squeeze.

      I arched an eyebrow. “Honey bunny?”

      “That’s what I called him when he was little.”

      “It’s … cute.”

      “Didn’t your mother have a nickname for you when you were younger?” Maggie queried.

      “Yes, I believe it was ‘Avery Shaw, wait until your father gets home.’ At least that’s what I thought it was until I was old enough to figure out what she was saying.”

      Eliot pressed his lips together as his hand moved to my back. He seemed to be enjoying himself, which was more than I could say for me.

      “Well, that’s nice.” Maggie’s smile was thin and tight as she reached for a menu. “So … what’s good here?”

      “Everything is good,” Eliot replied. “Avery and I eat here a couple of times a month. She loves the crab legs and prime rib. I love the prime rib, and surf and turf. There’s a bit of everything.”

      “And what are you having tonight?”

      “I’m having the prime rib,” I answered automatically. “I’m in the mood for a big serving of beef.”

      Eliot winked in a suggestive manner. “I’m sure you’ll get what you want.”

      I realized after the fact what I’d said and chewed on the inside of my lip. “I didn’t mean … .”

      Maggie ignored Eliot’s flirting and barreled forward. “Oh, they have turkey. I think I’ll have that without potatoes and with an extra serving of vegetables.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want the potatoes?” I asked.

      “Because of the empty carbs.”

      “Right.” I was decidedly uncomfortable. I never considered things like carbohydrates, gluten or sugar. I was much more of a “eat whatever you want and worry about it when you hit forty” person. “That’s a good thought. I’ll consider it for another time because I definitely want the potatoes tonight.”

      “Me, too.” Eliot’s fingers were light on my back as he attempted to soothe away my discomfort. “So, what did you do today, Trouble?”

      Uh-oh. That was a loaded question. “We don’t need to talk about me.” I let loose a dismissive wave. “We can talk about me any old time. We should talk about your mother’s plans.”

      Eliot was instantly suspicious. “You didn’t tick off the cops, did you?”

      “The cops?” Maggie’s meticulously penciled-in eyebrows floated higher on her smooth forehead. “Why would you tick off the cops, dear?”

      “Avery has a certain … um, way … about her,” Eliot gritted out.

      “I can guarantee the cops aren’t after me.” I smiled sweetly. It was rare I could make that statement and be certain it was true. “Tell me about yourself, Mrs. Kane. Er, I mean Maggie. Do you still work? Are you retired?”

      “I never worked,” Maggie replied, her lips curling. “I married Eliot’s father right out of high school and then I made it my mission to provide a warm and loving environment for my family.”

      That sounded like my worst nightmare. Sure, I knew there were people who got off on things like that. I wasn’t one of them. “As long as you were happy.”

      “I was definitely happy. I was also good at my job.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t have a job.”

      “Some people think that raising a family and providing a stable home is a job,” Maggie pointed out.

      “Oh, right.” Huh. I couldn’t imagine spending all my time cleaning a house. Spending five minutes with the feather duster was pretty much my limit. “Like I said, as long as you’re happy, that’s all that matters.”

      “When Eliot’s father died he left us well set,” Maggie explained. “I didn’t need to work. That allowed me to donate my time to charities and social groups once Eliot got older.”

      “Social groups?”

      “Mom is a big fan of the DAR.”

      I pursed my lips. “Is that like DARE? Do you help DARE programs in schools or something?”

      “No.” Maggie turned prim. “DAR is the Daughters of the American Revolution.”

      “Is that like a cult?”

      Eliot snorted as he grabbed his glass of wine and sipped. “No, Avery. It’s a social group for people who are descendants of Revolutionary War soldiers and families.”

      “And what do they do?”

      “They drink tea and gossip, as far as I can tell,” Eliot replied without hesitation.

      “Eliot!” Maggie was scandalized. “We do so much more than that. We have a variety of charitable organizations.”

      “Of course you do.” Eliot tipped his wine glass in my direction. “Do you want to risk the backwash and take the edge off?” It was clear he was already frazzled. I rarely saw that in him. I was determined to remain calm.

      “I’m good, thanks.” I offered him a smile as I rested my hand on his knee under the table. He was bouncing his leg so industriously I was afraid he was going to lose control, kick out, and knock over the table. “I had some iced tea with Grandpa about thirty minutes ago. I’m good for a little bit.”

      “You saw your grandfather?” Eliot was back to being suspicious. The moment it happened, his leg stopped moving, as if the idea of me being in trouble was somehow calming. “Are you sure the cops aren’t looking for you?”

      “Ha, ha.” I rolled my eyes. “I ran into him and Mario outside Kohl’s. I was going in because I needed something. Their food truck was outside.”

      “Really?” Eliot wrinkled his nose. “Why would the mall owners let them sell outside when it takes business away from the restaurants inside?”

      “Because Grandpa has dirt on the owner.”

      “Of course he does.” Eliot grinned, seemingly relaxing as the server stopped by long enough for us to place our orders. When she left, I turned my attention back to Maggie and found her watching us with keen interest.

      “We were talking about the Daughters of the American Revolution, right?” I prodded, hoping to turn the conversation back to something that Maggie would enjoy. Talking about Grandpa’s food truck seemed a risky gamble.

      “I don’t think there’s much to say about the DAR,” Maggie replied, her eyes widening when I took one of the breadsticks and dipped it in the butter sauce at the center of the table. “Do you know how bad that is for you?”

      Eliot cleared his throat, his discomfort returning. “Mom, Avery is allowed to eat whatever she wants. You’re my mother, not her mother.”

      “Does your mother allow you to eat like that?” Maggie asked.

      “Oh, well, food is one thing my mother never gave me grief about,” I answered. “She gave me grief about most everything else in my life, but we’re a restaurant family. I grew up eating whatever I wanted because we ate most of our meals at the family diner.”

      “Oh, yes.” Maggie perked up. “Eliot told me. You have regular meals with your family, don’t you?”

      “Every Friday.”

      “Every Friday?” Maggie seemed confused. “I don’t understand. Why do you eat with Avery’s family every Friday?”

      “Because that’s simply the schedule we’ve fallen into,” Eliot replied.

      “And if we don’t, my mother will hunt us down and kill us,” I added. “Presence at family dinner is mandatory.”

      “Mandatory?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t understand.” Maggie tilted her head to the side, something about the shift in her demeanor setting my teeth on edge. I was missing something, and I really hate it when that happens. “I haven’t seen my son in more than two years, but you see her family every week?”

      Uh-oh. I stepped into it this time. “Well, that’s not fair to Eliot,” I offered quickly. “I’m the one who has to go to family dinner. He accompanies me because he doesn’t want to give them time to hide my body.”

      “That will be enough of the jokes, Avery,” Maggie warned, her gaze dark as it snagged with Eliot’s. “You told me you were busy building a new business and that’s why you couldn’t come home.”

      “That’s true,” Eliot said. “I am building a new business. I’m focusing on security rather than the shop.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you can’t come home,” Maggie challenged. “In fact, I don’t understand why you couldn’t start your new business someplace else … perhaps even closer to me.”

      “I know you don’t understand that.” Eliot sucked in a calming breath. “Do you really want to get into this now?”

      “I think now is the perfect time to ‘get into this,’ as you put it.”

      I made a move to slide out of my seat. “I think I’ll just run to the restroom.”

      Eliot’s hand was warm as it landed on the back of my neck. “Sit down. This isn’t going to turn into a thing like it would with your family.”

      “It seems you know her family extremely well,” Maggie sniffed.

      “I do,” Eliot agreed. “I’ve spent almost every Friday for a year with them. That’s on top of the random visits from Lexie … and Mario … and her grandfather, who likes to swim naked in our pool because he thinks it keeps us on our toes. That’s also on top of the nonstop arguments Avery and her cousin Derrick get into simply because they grew up close and enjoy poking each other with sharp sticks when the mood strikes.”

      “That sounds dirty the way you phrased it,” I muttered.

      “You’ll get over it.” Eliot kept his eyes on his mother. “As for building a business near you, that’s simply not how things worked out. I needed some space after returning from my tour overseas. I landed here. It wasn’t exactly a plan, but it’s done now.”

      “You could still come home,” Maggie wheedled. “You don’t need to stay here.”

      “Actually, I do,” Eliot countered. “My business is here.”

      “You could build a new business.”

      “Avery is here.”

      “Yes, well, she could come with you,” Maggie pressed. “It sounds as if she has a large family. They don’t need her here. You’re all I have.”

      Huh. That was an interesting way of looking at things. “We should totally run away from my family,” I enthused. “We’ll take on fake names and join the circus.”

      Eliot snorted. “Your mother would still find us.”

      “Yeah. She’s good that way. Darn it.”

      Maggie shot me a look that warned retribution if I didn’t stop making jokes, especially ones that she didn’t find funny. “I’m speaking with Eliot.”

      “And Avery is part of my life,” Eliot challenged. “She’s the biggest part of my life. She can say whatever she wants to say.”

      “Fine. Will we get to hear about strippers being top heavy a second time?”

      Yeah, I knew that joke was weak when I’d uttered it. I should’ve thought of something much better.

      “I don’t care what she says,” Eliot shot back, his eyes firing for the first time as his temper threatened to make an appearance. “She’s not the one being a pain … and I rarely get to say that, so you should think hard about what you’re doing here.”

      “All I’m doing is trying to understand why you don’t want to come home,” Maggie persisted. “I miss you.”

      “Well, I’m sorry for that.” Eliot didn’t sound sorry, but he remained firm. “This is my home now. Avery and I bought a house, which you’ll be staying at. Her family is close. If you’re really so determined to be close to me, you could always move here.”

      Alarm bells went off in my head as I tried to maintain control of my expression. Somehow I managed to keep my mouth shut, but it was a feat I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to repeat.

      “I don’t want to move here,” Maggie complained. “This is … Michigan. It’s not the same.”

      “Yes, well, it’s my home,” Eliot argued. “I’m not leaving. There’s nothing in this world that could get me to leave this place. You’re fighting a losing battle. If you’re really bothered by all of this, then you can move here. Otherwise, let it go.”

      “I don’t want to move here,” Maggie persisted.

      I finally found my voice. Unfortunately, it returned just in time for me to say something stupid. “Michigan isn’t bad. We have Daughters of Detroit Gangsters here. I’m sure they’ll be fun to gossip with.”

      Eliot compressed his lips as Maggie scowled. The sidelong look he cast me was full of warmth and amusement. “You weren’t lying about being bad with mothers, were you?”

      “I’m terrible.”

      “I think you’re kind of cute.”

      “You probably won’t feel that way in a few days.”

      Eliot shrugged. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see. If it gets too bad, we always have a pool house to hide in.”

      Hmm, I hadn’t even considered that. Things were looking up.
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      The rest of dinner went pretty much like the first twenty minutes, although Maggie stopped pressuring Eliot to move right around the time the salads were delivered. I was grateful we had separate cars so I could drive myself home, and I opted to take a detour back to the apartment complex even though it was dark.

      I parked in the same spot I’d occupied earlier in the day and exited my vehicle long enough to give the high-rise a long look. The front door was boarded up, caution tape warning residents from trying to get inside, and every window was dark. That wasn’t surprising because electricity to the building had been killed, but the empty parking lot had an eerie feeling as I scuffed my sandals against the pavement and walked the entire perimeter.

      It wasn’t that I was looking for something specific. It was more that I was hoping something would occur to me, a clue I’d somehow magically forgotten.

      By the time I returned to my car I was ready to leave. There was nothing for me to see, no gossip to glean or neighbors to talk to. I had my keys in my hand and the door open when a hint of movement in the adjacent parking lot caught my attention.

      A man stood there. He was tall, wide shoulders offsetting a thick neck. I couldn’t make out any facial features, but I recognized he was staring at me.

      I considered heading in that direction, perhaps asking a few questions before leaving. Something about the set of the man’s shoulders warned me against that, however, and I wisely slid into my car. I pressed the locking mechanisms just to be on the safe side, but the man never left his spot.

      My headlights briefly bounced off him as I turned to leave, his features taking on a ghastly quality in the low beams. I thought for a second I recognized him as the man who carried Serafina out of the building and I removed my foot from the accelerator, intent on speaking with him even though the conditions were less than optimal. I regained my senses quickly and kept going. Even if he was our unlikely hero, that didn’t make stopping to talk to him after dark a good idea.

      I was much safer going home, where the only enemy waiting for me was five-foot-three and determined to make her son move.

      I could deal with that enemy. Well, at least I hoped I could. She seemed a formidable opponent. Thankfully those were my favorite types of folks to joust with. If they were too passive, it took all the fun out of the game.

      

      “WHERE DID YOU GO?”

      Eliot met me by the garage door when I let myself into the house. He had a wild look in his eyes and if I didn’t know better I would think he was about to drag me into the bedroom to let off some steam.

      “I thought you and your mom might like some time alone to look over the house,” I lied, tossing my keys on the counter and fixing him with a challenging look. “I took my time coming home.”

      “You took your sweet time so you could stick me with her for the tour,” Eliot shot back, leaning closer so he could sniff me. “You don’t smell like smoke.”

      I balked. “Why would I smell like smoke?”

      “Because when we met you admitted to being a stress smoker.”

      Huh. He was right, but I hadn’t bought a pack of cigarettes in a long time. “I guess I’m not anymore. I just drove around a bit, took Gratiot instead of the freeway, and enjoyed a beautiful Michigan evening. Is that so wrong?”

      Eliot made a face. “Oh, don’t play with me. I know you were trying to avoid my mother.”

      “Is that so wrong?”

      “Not if you had taken me with you.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “How would your mother have found the house if you didn’t drive her?”

      “That is not my concern.”

      “Oh, poor Eliot.” I opened my arms and gave him a hard hug. “It’s so good to see that you’re not as together as you always pretend to be. I love that you’re as terrified of your mother as I am of mine.”

      “I’m not terrified.” Despite his words to the contrary, Eliot leaned into the hug and buried his face in my hair. “This is going to be the longest week ever.”

      I had no doubt he was telling the truth. “We’ll survive. We’ve been through worse.”

      “I guess.” Eliot pulled back far enough to meet my gaze. “If you abandon me with my mother again, we’re going to have a big fight.”

      “Good.” I patted his chest and grinned. “That means we’ll be able to make up when we’re done. You know how I love making up.”

      “You’re a pain.” Eliot gave me a quick kiss, briefly shutting his eyes when he heard his mother call for him from the second floor. “Give me strength.”

      I chuckled. “What is she doing?”

      “Complaining about the sheets you bought. She doesn’t like the color.”

      “Well, she can suck it up.” Strangely enough, now that the initial meeting was behind us, I wasn’t as keen to ensure that Eliot’s mother liked me. I felt more like my old self, and I was happy because of it. “She’s sleeping in there, not moving in.”

      “Good point.” Eliot linked his fingers with mine as we strolled out of the kitchen, pulling up short when we found his mother eyeing us from the bottom of the stairs. “We were just coming to join you, Mom. Is there something wrong with the guest room?”

      “Of course not.” Maggie smiled warmly at me, although the sentiment didn’t make it all the way to her eyes. “I thought we could have some tea and spend some time getting to know one another.”

      “You already know me,” Eliot reminded her.

      “I was talking about Avery.”

      Oh, well, good. That sounded like an absolutely awesome way to spend an evening. “That would be great,” I supplied. “There’s nothing I like better than talking about myself.”

      Eliot snickered. “That’s true.”

      

      IT TOOK ME FIVE minutes to find the tea I’d bought and another ten to brew it. By the time we’d settled in the living room, Maggie was seated in one of the overstuffed chairs at the side of the living room pit. That left the couch for Eliot and me.

      “So, how did you two meet?” Maggie barely sipped her tea before she launched into the interrogation.

      “I already told you this story, Mom,” Eliot complained.

      “No, you didn’t. You merely told me you were dating a woman and you liked her a great deal. You didn’t go into specifics.”

      “Well, I guess that’s true.” Eliot dragged a restless hand through his hair. “We met when Avery came into my shop to make a purchase.”

      “And what were you buying, dear?”

      The question was clearly directed at me, so I answered it. “A gun. I was getting threatening messages and I wanted to shoot whoever was doing it.”

      Eliot choked back a strangled cry as he shook his head. “She’s exaggerating a bit.”

      “Not by much,” I countered. “Someone was angry over the articles I was writing and wanted me to focus in a different direction.”

      “Did you?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I liked the direction I was already focused on and it led to a big story,” I replied.

      “It also almost led to you being killed,” Eliot pointed out. “You were lucky to get away that night.”

      “True, although I maintain I had that guy right where I wanted him.”

      “Armed and threatening to kill you?”

      “Close to tears and ready to beg for mercy,” I corrected.

      Maggie’s eyes widened as she glanced between us. “Wait … are you telling the truth? Were you really almost killed?”

      “I’ve been threatened so many times I’ve lost count,” I admitted.

      Maggie shifted her gaze to Eliot. “Doesn’t that worry you? I mean … she has a dangerous job.”

      “So do I,” Eliot argued. “Avery’s job should be a safe one. It’s the way that she approaches it that makes it unsafe.”

      “Why doesn’t she quit?”

      I found the question irritating. “I’m sitting right here.”

      “No one could miss you.” Eliot squeezed my knee and smirked. “As for quitting, I don’t see that in her future.”

      “Surely she will when you marry,” Maggie pressed. “She won’t want to keep a dangerous job once she knows that you’re serious about being with her. I can see why she might not want to leave a place where she has steady employment given the fact that you could up and leave her at any moment, but after that … well, things will be different once you’re married, right?”

      I swallowed hard at the suggestion. Marriage was one of those things that freaked me out. Eliot knew that, and he kept a firm hand on my knee to keep me from bolting. It was a big house. I was certain I could find a place to hide.

      “First off, Avery doesn’t have to worry about me leaving,” Eliot supplied. “She’s stuck with me for the long haul.”

      “Then why aren’t you married?”

      “Because it’s not necessary at this point and we chose to move in together first,” Eliot replied, his eyes flashing. I could tell he was at the end of his patience rope. “We’re happy together and I happen to believe that things happen when they’re supposed to happen.”

      “But what about children?” Maggie clearly wasn’t in the mood to let it go. “Avery will have to quit her job once she gets pregnant. Someone needs to be home with the kids.”

      I shifted on the sofa, uncomfortable. I would’ve preferred being anywhere – and that included back in the parking lot with the shifty guy standing in the dark and staring – rather than here.

      “We’re not having kids,” Eliot replied, his tone promising an argument if his mother pushed him too far. “We’ve already talked about it and don’t think kids are in our future. If we do get married, then very little will change. As for Avery’s job, she happens to love it. She’s not going to quit.”

      “No kids?” Maggie was horrified. “How can you plan a future that doesn’t involve kids?”

      “It’s actually easier when you don’t have to plan around kids,” I offered. “Kids are a headache, and I hate headaches.”

      “But … that’s not right.”

      “Well, I’m so glad we have you here to tell us what’s wrong with our lives,” I drawled, my temper flaring.

      “Avery, how about you go find something to do someplace else?” Eliot suggested, taking me by surprise.

      “I thought you wanted me here for this?”

      “Yes, well, I’ve changed my mind. Go to your office or something, huh? I’d like to talk to my mother alone.”

      I thought about arguing, but Eliot was giving me an easy out, so I decided to jump on it. I recognized what Eliot’s mother was doing. She was trying to exert control over a situation that made her feel helpless. She hadn’t seen Eliot in years and now she finally had a chance to study his life.

      My guess was she believed he was living a rootless existence, which would allow her to hope that he would eventually return home. The opposite was true, so she was thrown for a loop and wanted to put up a fight. I understood the inclination even if I thought she was fighting a losing battle.

      Still, this was Eliot’s fight. If he asked me to serve as backup I would be all over the situation. Until then, I had to allow him to fight his own battles.

      “I’ll be upstairs.” I hopped to my feet. “Um … try not to be so loud that the neighbors call the cops. I would hate to have to explain ourselves to the sheriff’s department twice this week.”

      Eliot waved me off. “I’m on it.”

      “What did she mean by that?” Maggie asked. “Why would the cops stop here?”

      “Because our neighbors think we’re loud when we swim naked in the pool at night,” Eliot replied, unruffled. “That’s not important. We need to have a talk.”

      

      I SPENT THE NEXT TWO hours in my upstairs office researching Jay Truman. Others would’ve said it was a waste of time, but I knew better. Whatever was going on downstairs – and I shut my door so I wouldn’t have to hear the raised voices – was much more stressful than what I was doing.

      My grandfather’s initial assessment of Jay Truman seemed to be right on. Allegedly he did have ties to organized crime, although he was never convicted of anything. He was brought up on charges five times – on charges ranging from racketeering to money laundering and witness intimidation – but he was never once convicted.

      He had married thirty-five years earlier, but his wife died in a suspicious car accident. He had no children that I could find a record of, and he seemed to fall off the map in the nineties when Sandusky Sanitation changed ownership. There wasn’t much mention of him after that, but I had my doubts about him giving up the lifestyle so easily.

      I was so lost in thought I didn’t hear the door open and nearly jumped out of my skin when Eliot leaned over the back of my chair and pressed a kiss to the top of my head.

      “I’m guessing you heard all that, huh?”

      “What?” I glanced over my shoulder and found him staring with a worried expression on his face. “Actually, I didn’t listen.” As much as I loved to eavesdrop I didn’t see the point in this particular case. Maggie was going to make her feelings known no matter what. “I decided to leave her to you to handle.”

      Eliot heaved out a sigh as he lowered himself to the floor. My office only had a desk chair to sit on, so it was not a comfortable place to have a deep conversation. “You really weren’t listening?”

      “No. I was looking at stuff on the internet.”

      “What?”

      “Porn.”

      Eliot snorted. “Right. I should’ve seen that coming.” He rolled his neck as he leaned back on his elbows. “I’m sorry about the way she went after you. I told her it was unacceptable and she would be out on her ass if she tried it again.”

      “You know, you’re probably not going to want to hear this, but I understand where she’s coming from.”

      Eliot was incredulous. “Excuse me? Are you taking her side?”

      “No. I’m always on your side no matter what, even if you’re being a tool.” I moved from the chair to the floor and slipped between his legs so I could get comfortable. “I think you’re looking at this the wrong way. She’s not upset because of me, although she’ll convince herself of that for a bit. She’s upset because you’re not living the life she thought you were living.”

      “Would you like to expound on that?”

      “Sure. She pictured you living a life that was full of work and nothing else. She thought she could talk you into coming home – in fact, that’s what she’s probably been focusing on for two years – and then she found out you were actually happy here. It was a blow to her plan … and her ego.”

      “I told her we were together,” Eliot argued. “I told her we were happy.”

      “She couldn’t see it, though, so to her you were making it up.”

      “But … .” Eliot broke off, obviously frustrated. “I don’t understand any of this. I mean … she’s never been an easy woman to spend time with, but her attitude tonight was beyond belief.”

      “She’ll get better.” I was almost positive that was true. “Trust me. She’ll slowly get over this, and while she might never like me, she’ll learn to accept me as part of your life.”

      “How can you be sure of that?”

      “Because if she doesn’t she’ll lose you. I think she realizes that already, which is part of the problem. She doesn’t want it to come down to an ultimatum because she’ll lose.”

      “Hmm.” Eliot pressed his lips to my neck. “When did you get so smart?”

      “I was born that way.”

      “That’s not what your mother says.”

      “Well, she’s as nutty as your mother.”

      “I’m starting to see that.” We lapsed into comfortable silence for a beat, Eliot’s eyes traveling to my computer. “What are you really looking up? That’s clearly not porn.”

      “I was researching the guy who died in the apartment fire.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Grandpa said he used to be a mobster. The stories I found on the internet seem to prove that.”

      “No, why are you researching him when you’re on vacation?”

      “Oh, that.” It was time for some damage control. “I was bored and didn’t want to eavesdrop. Jay Truman was all I had.”

      “Uh-huh.” Eliot didn’t look convinced. “You’re not trying to find a juicy story to focus on so you can head back to work and leave me to deal with my mother myself, are you?”

      “I would never!” I feigned offense. “I can’t believe that you would say that to the woman you love.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Eliot grabbed me around the waist and hauled me to my feet, closing my laptop before he herded me toward the door. “Let’s go to bed.”

      “Where is your mother?”

      “She turned in early. She claims she has jet lag.”

      “It’s only an hour time difference.”

      “Yes, well, she needs time to regroup. You were right on that front.”

      “I’m always right.”

      “You’re modest, too.” Eliot grinned as he flicked off my office light and led me toward the stairs. “I figure if she’s going to bed early, we should, too. We need some quiet time together to bond after a very long day.”

      “I think we’re already bonded.”

      “I have a special type of bonding in mind.”

      “Ah.” I snickered. “Okay, but if your mother catches us I’m making you handle the fallout.”

      “I would expect nothing less.” Eliot hauled me over his shoulder as I giggled, making sure to keep my head away from the stair railing as he descended. “Prepare yourself. I think I’m going to need a lot of comforting.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.”

      “And I’m thankful for it every day.”
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          10 Ten

        

      

    

    
      Maggie was an early riser and she was already drinking coffee in the kitchen when Eliot and I stumbled in the next morning.

      “I see you’re still not a morning person, Eliot.”

      Eliot dragged a hand through his sleep-mussed hair and shrugged as he handed me a mug from the cabinet. “Mornings aren’t our favorite time of day around here.”

      “Eliot does better than me in the morning,” I supplied. “I’m the devil in the morning.”

      “And at night.” Eliot poked my side as he grinned. “And in the afternoon. And during brunch.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I popped a pod in the Keurig and placed my mug under the spout. “What’s for breakfast?”

      “I was thinking pancakes,” Eliot replied as he moved toward the refrigerator. “I bought those Star Wars pancake molds for you and we have fresh blueberries.”

      “That sounds good to me.” I carried my coffee to the table and sat, doing my best to ignore the way Maggie widened her eyes when Eliot headed to the refrigerator rather than joining us.

      “Wait … you’re cooking breakfast?” Maggie’s eyes were hard to read when they landed on Eliot.

      “I am,” Eliot confirmed. “Unless you want to go out. We could go out. There’s a Coney Island a few blocks away if you want.”

      “No, I … pancakes are fine.” Maggie slid me a sidelong look. “You don’t help with breakfast?”

      “Avery is challenged in the kitchen,” Eliot answered for me. “I do most of the cooking.”

      “But … she’s the woman.”

      “Really?” Eliot made a hysterical face as I sipped my coffee. “I’m glad you told me. I never would’ve realized it on my own.”

      “A woman’s place is in the kitchen,” Maggie persisted.

      “Avery’s place is wherever she wants it to be,” Eliot countered while I glared daggers into the back of his mother’s head. She really was on my last nerve and she’d barely eased into her stay.

      “Besides, you don’t want to eat my food,” I offered helpfully. “I’ve never met a meal that I didn’t manage to wreck without direct supervision in the kitchen.”

      “Oh, that’s not true.” Eliot winked to let me know he was teasing. “Last week you surprised me with Star Wars macaroni and cheese in bed, and it was divine.”

      That was true. “I told you it was good.”

      “It was wonderful.” Eliot was adept at mixing ingredients so he barely looked at what he was tossing in the bowl as he focused on his mother. “Do you know what you want to do today?”

      “Oh, well … .” Maggie’s gaze was intense as she glanced between the two of us. I could tell she wanted to push the cooking thing, but after last night’s dustup she took a step back. “I was thinking we could go to the mall. I understand you have a beautiful one with a skywalk.”

      Eliot didn’t look happy at the suggestion. “You want to go shopping?”

      Maggie nodded. “Yes. I think it’s a fun group activity for all of us.”

      Oh, no. That wasn’t going to happen. I like shopping as much as the next person, but there was no way I was going to do it with Maggie. She looked the type to only visit boring stores, and that would definitely ruin my shopping experience.

      “It sounds like you want to go to Somerset Collection,” I noted, forcing my tone to remain calm. “Are you looking for anything in particular?” I had to pick my moment to make my escape.

      “I was looking online last night – this is after I heard the two of you giggling like little girls on the way to your bedroom – and there are several stores I would like to check out,” Maggie explained. “Crate & Barrel, Pottery Barn, and Restoration Hardware are first on the list.”

      I didn’t miss that those were all home improvement and decorating stores. That probably wasn’t a coincidence. “Well, that sounds nice. Eliot loves those types of stores.”

      “I could take those stores or leave them,” Eliot corrected, his eyes piercing when they snagged with mine. It was as if he sensed I was about to pull a maneuver he wouldn’t like. “Somerset has other stores. They have that Build-A-Bear Workshop.”

      “Build-A-Bear?” Maggie wrinkled her nose. “Isn’t that a place for children to make stuffed animals?”

      “It is,” Eliot confirmed. “Avery made five of them there a few weeks ago. They’re all Star Wars themed. They’re in the basement, in case you’re wondering. The guy who helped her put them together wished her a ton of a fun with her new friends.”

      I knew what he was trying to do, but it wasn’t going to work. “I have enough new friends.”

      “They have a Lego store, too,” he reminded me. “You said you wanted that Ewok village set. We could get that today. It might actually be a good idea for you to buy something big like that because it will give you something to fixate on when you need a break from … things … during the next few days.”

      I already had something to fixate on: a dead mobster who died in a fire. Who wanted to focus on the Ewok village when you had something like that to look into? “Oh, I thought maybe you might like to spend some time alone with your mother,” I offered helpfully. “She’s barely in town and you guys have yet to bond.”

      Eliot narrowed his eyes. “Yes, well, as nice as that sounds, I don’t want to leave you on your own the entire day. You’re on vacation, after all. You might get bored.”

      “I won’t get bored.” That was true. I already knew exactly what I was going to do, and it was something that would drive Eliot batty if the information somehow slipped. “Your mother wants to spend some private time with you. That was obvious when she mentioned the mall. I think she’d prefer going with you and only you. Isn’t that right, Maggie?”

      I should’ve been offended by how relieved she looked at my suggestion. She was ultimately helping me by being a pain, though, so I merely smiled when hope flared in her eyes.

      “Oh, well, I don’t want to exclude you,” Maggie hedged.

      “You’re not excluding me. I get it. You want some private time with Eliot. The last thing I want is to get in the way of that.”

      “I’m so glad you understand.” This time the smile Maggie flashed wasn’t hesitant or forced. It was real and warm, and it caused me to take pause. “Thank you so much for this. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

      “Don’t mention it.” I got up from the table long enough to grab a can of tomato juice from the refrigerator, cringing when Eliot caught my arm and bent his head low. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      I calmly shook the can. “I’m giving you and your mother a chance to spend quality time together without getting in the way.”

      “I told you last night I want you with me through this.”

      “And I will be with you,” I supplied. “If you need me, you know I’m here. She wants to spend time with you. You saw the look on her face when you mentioned Build-A-Bear Workshop. That is not the sort of outing she has in mind.”

      “Well, she can just get over it.”

      “Or, you two can spend quality time together and that will ease the way for her to start liking me more because she won’t see me as an obstacle,” I countered.

      “I … .” Eliot looked caught. “What are you going to do while we’re gone?”

      I was expecting the question and already had an answer. “I thought I’d stop by Lexie’s yoga studio so I can vent a bit about some of the things your mother said last night – you know, girl stuff – and then probably go to lunch.”

      “You said you weren’t upset about what she said.”

      “And I’m not. Venting helps with that.”

      Eliot sighed. “Do you really think this is a good idea?”

      “I do. You guys need to be together – to talk without worrying about hurting my feelings – and she feels as if I’m in the way. It’s good for me to be out of the picture for the day.”

      “Fine.” Eliot shook his head. “I’d better not find out you were digging around about mobsters or anything. I’m warning you now that things will get ugly if that happens.”

      I managed to keep a straight face, but just barely. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Right.” Eliot clearly wasn’t convinced, but he released my arm and gave me a quick kiss on the forehead. “I’ll be checking in throughout the day to make sure you’re telling the truth.”

      Ugh. That was annoying. It must’ve been a trait he learned from his mother. “I’m looking forward to it,” I lied. “You’re being suspicious for no reason, though.”

      “I’ve seen your work,” Eliot shot back. “Now take your juice to the table and entertain my mother until the Star Wars pancakes are ready. I think I’ve earned at least five minutes of peace this morning.”

      “Happy to.” I didn’t mean it, but an opening in my schedule that allowed me to breathe away from the harsh glare of parental disapproval was worth putting up with the breakfast from hell. “We’re a great team, huh?”

      Eliot chuckled. “Now I know you’re up to something.”

      “You’re too suspicious for your own good.”

      “When I catch you I’m going to punish you.”

      “Sounds exciting.”

      “I’m glad you approve. Now … go over there. Someone has to entertain my mother.”

      It was a daunting task, but I was up for it. “Do you think I should explain my theory about people who don’t like Star Wars to her? She looks like she needs to hear it.”

      “That’s a fabulous idea.”

      

      I WENT THROUGH THE trouble to stack yoga pants and a comfortable T-shirt on the table by the front door, waiting until I was sure Eliot was gone and not circling back to check on me before grabbing the clothes and heading out.

      I tossed the stack in the back seat of the car and headed straight for Mount Clemens. I had an idea about who might be able to help me track down information on Jay Truman, and it wasn’t exactly an “inside the box” notion.

      Andre (no last name) didn’t seem surprised when I parked in front of his rundown house. He was a local Mount Clemens man – he looked to be in his mid-twenties but I’d never asked – and he ran a crew who did his bidding and served as protection. I was hesitant to call him a gangbanger, although I was certain the term was appropriate, and instead considered him an industrious and sometimes enigmatic source. We’d met several months earlier when I was chasing a story that circled around a crazed carnival worker (really, is there any other kind?) and we’d been friendly since.

      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t my favorite reporter.” Andre’s grin was sly as I took the open chair to his left, which one of his men vacated right before I sat. “What brings you to my neck of the woods? I thought your boyfriend didn’t want you hanging out with me.”

      “Eliot didn’t say that,” I argued.

      “Really?” Andre cocked an eyebrow. “I seem to remember some creative threats if I didn’t make sure you remained free of trouble in my presence.”

      “You’re not a miracle worker,” I pointed out. “Eliot can’t keep me out of trouble when we’re together, so I don’t know why he expects the impossible from you.”

      “I think he’s worried about you … and since I’ve been around you a few times, I get that.”

      “Yes, well, he has bigger things to worry about than me right now. His mother is in town and staying with us. She forced him to go to Somerset today and he’s really not looking forward to it.”

      “That’s because malls are extensions of corporate America and should be demolished.”

      “If there were no malls I would have absolutely nowhere to build Star Wars bears.”

      Andre furrowed his smooth brow. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Don’t worry. You’re not missing much if I don’t explain.” I absently patted his wrist as I glanced at the people littering his yard. “What do you guys do when the weather changes? How do you intimidate the neighbors when it’s snowing?”

      “We wear moon boots and leather parkas.”

      “I guess that works.” I rolled my neck until it cracked. “So, I need some information.”

      “I figured that out myself,” Andre acknowledged, amused. “You only come around when you want dirt on other players in the area. Who are you investigating this week?”

      “Jay Truman.”

      Andre blinked several times before shaking his head. “That can’t be his street name.”

      “I have no idea if he has a street name, but I guess it’s possible. He’s the old guy who died in that Chesterfield fire a few days ago.”

      “I heard about that.” Andre stroked his chin. “Why are you looking into that? I thought it was an accident.”

      “I have no idea whether it’s been ruled accidental or arson,” I countered. “I’m technically on vacation this week.”

      “Because your boyfriend’s mom is in town?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you’re on vacation, why are you asking about a dead guy?”

      “Ugh. You sound just like Eliot. I can’t turn off my mind simply because I’m on vacation. It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Right. You’re basically saying you’re an obsessive freak.”

      “If that’s the way you want to look at it.” I didn’t have time to argue ridiculous notions. I only had a few hours to delve deeper into this mystery before Eliot would demand I help him entertain his mother. I couldn’t shirk my girlfriend duties twice in one day and get away with it. “I need to know more information about Jay Truman.”

      “That name means absolutely nothing to me.”

      I couldn’t help being disappointed. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. Why would you think I’d know anything about an old guy in an apartment fire?”

      “Because he was reportedly part of mob activity in this area for a long time,” I replied. “He was with Sandusky Sanitation for years. I’m guessing that means he had a lot of enemies.”

      “You’re basing that on watching The Godfather, aren’t you?”

      “And The Sopranos.”

      Andre snorted, genuinely amused. “I guess I should be flattered that you think I know something about mob activity, but that’s an old white man’s game, whereas I tend to run in faster circles.”

      I knew what he wasn’t saying. He didn’t want to own up to it, but even he was leery of the mob. “I still need to find someone who knew him back in the day. I’m at a loss as to where to start.”

      “May I ask why you think this is even a story? I thought it was an accidental fire. That’s what they’ve been saying on the news.”

      “It might have been. It might be something else. Jay wasn’t found on the floor where he lived, and the neighbors tell me everyone hated him – the dude liked to sit on his balcony and throw pee on people – so he wouldn’t have been visiting anyone on a lower floor.”

      Andre leaned back in his chair. “He threw pee on people?”

      “The dude was disgusting and hilarious.” I told Andre the story about Jay throwing bread on people to attract seagulls and he was as amused as I was when I first heard it. “No one wanted to hang around him. So why did he end up on the seventeenth floor?”

      “Maybe he got confused.”

      “Or maybe something else was going on.”

      Andre tilted his head to the side, considering. “I think you’re just bored and looking for something to distract you so you don’t have to play nice with the boyfriend’s mother.”

      That could’ve been true, but I chose not to admit it – to him or myself. “There’s something here. I just know it.”

      “I don’t have any answers.”

      “That’s disappointing.”

      “I do happen to know a place where you might find some answers.”

      I immediately perked up. “Where?”

      “You might not like it.”

      “I’m fine with that.”

      “Your boyfriend won’t be.”

      “He’s not the boss of me.”

      Andre gave me a challenging look.

      “Fine,” I conceded. “What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him. I won’t tell him I’m questioning people. He’s distracted with other stuff. It will be fine.”

      Andre didn’t look convinced. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Just tell me what you have. I’ll work from there.”

      “Okay, but it’s going to sound weird. You have to bear with me.”

      “I thrive on weird.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.”
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          11 Eleven

        

      

    

    
      Andre offered to visit my next destination with me. Even though Eliot was adamant that I shouldn’t spend time with my new friend – he had visions of shootings and drug deals gone wrong flitting through his head – I didn’t think Andre was all that bad. I was under no delusions about what he did with his days, but I also didn’t feel threatened in the least when I spent time with him. He was simply another source, and this time he came through like a champ when he pointed me toward a speakeasy I’d had no idea existed.

      The Domino Club was in a basement.

      No joke.

      The club was housed in an older home – one that I guessed was built during Prohibition given the look and feel of the building – and what was supposed to be the neighborhood’s most popular bar was essentially hidden in plain sight in a residential area. The back of the house opened to the Clinton River, and it looked as if at one time there was a walkway from the back door (which was now the entrance to the speakeasy) to the river.

      When Andre told me there was a club operating in a house in the middle of what was supposed to be one of Mount Clemens’ quieter neighborhoods I thought he was full of crap. I accused him of messing with me, but when he refused to back down I agreed to check out the place for myself.

      From the front, it looked like a normal house. Granted, it was huge – like The Brady Bunch crew (including Alice and cousin Oliver) all lived here together and had separate rooms huge – but it still looked like a normal house.

      It was well kept, with updated trim and cobblestone walkways. The siding was a mint green, which I hated for a house but found sort of endearing for a business. There were no signs in the yard to indicate it was a bar, although the gate that led to the back of the property was open (just like Andre told me it would be) so I wandered that way until I found the door he’d told me about.

      Andre said people simply walked inside. There was no one at the door to greet you, and knocking was frowned upon. If you knocked, it was a sign you didn’t belong, and you weren’t allowed to stay. I wasn’t sure what to make of that, but I decided to follow the rules Andre laid out before I left his place. He had no reason to lie to me and, in this case, I figured he knew much more than I did.

      I squared my shoulders and breezed through the door, hoping I didn’t have an arrest in my future if this was some elaborate ploy on Andre’s part. To my surprise, once past the door, there was nothing about the building that resembled a house.

      Someone had stripped the insides bare at some point, perhaps down to the studs, and the space had been updated. The walls were painted a bright orange – more of a pastel sunrise than anything else – and through a set of rich mahogany doors with ornate glass panels was an extremely large entertainment area. We’re talking a bar with seating for at least twenty-five, at least ten booths and several tables, all surrounding what looked to be a dance floor.

      “Huh.” I had no idea what to make of the club. I’d spent the better part of the past seven years working in Mount Clemens and had no idea this place even existed. I hadn’t heard as much as a whisper. To discover something like this was running right under my nose – it wasn’t even noon yet and the place boasted at least twenty bodies milling about – was a bit disconcerting.

      “Can I help you?” A man in a vintage suit oozed from the hallway behind me, his expression flat and uninterested as he looked me up and down. I realized after the fact that I wasn’t exactly dressed for a trip to a speakeasy, which was the term Andre used to describe the club, but it was too late to turn back. Andre had instructed me to act as if I belonged here, so that’s exactly what I did.

      “I need a drink,” I said, feigning annoyance. “Actually, I need ten drinks, but I’ll start with one.”

      “Uh-huh.” The man’s affect was flat, as if everything I said was boring. “The bar is that way.” He pointed for emphasis.

      “I see it.” I didn’t bother to rein in my annoyance. I figured if the people inside, the business owners themselves, were worried about me making a scene, that could only work to my advantage. “I was just debating if I wanted to stop by the restroom first.”

      “The restroom is also that way.”

      Ugh. I hated this guy. He had a stick shoved somewhere uncomfortable. That was the only explanation. “Well, thank you for the tip.” I strolled through the double doors and immediately headed to the bar, selecting a stool that was isolated – at least for my initial study – so I could get a feel for the room before interacting with anyone.

      “I’m Lloyd. I’ll be your server.” A man appeared in front of me and smiled. “What’s your flavor?”

      Hmm. That was an interesting question. I didn’t want to get hammered because I was driving, but I also didn’t want to request a weak drink that would seem out of the ordinary. “Bourbon and Coke, light ice,” I said after a beat. That seemed like a simple enough request that wouldn’t raise any red flags. “Er, make it Diet Coke.” That was less normal, but I found regular soda too syrupy.

      Lloyd nodded once. “You’ve got it.”

      I took the opportunity to search the space, furrowing my brow when I recognized a familiar face in one of the corner booths. “That’s Michael Porter.”

      “Who’s Michael Porter?” Lloyd asked, returning with my drink.

      “He’s a judge … and that’s not his wife.” I stared at the woman sitting across from Porter, her hand resting on top of his on the tabletop and her foot very obviously running up his leg under the table. “I think that’s his secretary.”

      “I have no idea.” Lloyd’s tone told me he disapproved of my comments. It was clear this was the sort of establishment people frequented when they didn’t want others to know what they were doing. “Do you need something else?”

      “I’m good for now.” I pasted a fake smile on my face and sipped my drink, cringing at its strength. If I finished the entire thing I would undoubtedly be drunk, which limited my options for escape, so I had to pace myself. “What can you tell me about this place?” I swiveled on my stool to face Lloyd. Instead of finding the taciturn bartender watching me, I discovered the space behind the counter empty and a new presence peering at me from the stool to my right. “Hello.” I tried to contain my surprise. “You’re quiet like a mouse.”

      The man cocked an eyebrow as he smoothed the front of his shirt. Like most everyone else, he wore a vintage (and clearly expensive) suit. Unlike the other people I’d managed to get a gander at, he looked amused by my presence.

      “You’re Avery Shaw.” He delivered the statement in a matter-of-fact manner that set my teeth on edge.

      “I don’t believe I’ve introduced myself to anyone,” I countered.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that you’re Avery Shaw.”

      “Yes, well … .” I decided to switch tactics. “You seem to have me at a distinct disadvantage. You recognize me, but I have no idea who you are.”

      The man’s eyes twinkled. “Do you want to know?”

      That was a loaded question. “I wouldn’t mind knowing who I’m talking to.”

      “I guess that’s fair enough.” The man pursed his lips as he regarded me. “My name is Philip Keane. I own this establishment. You can call me Phil.”

      “Well, Phil, this is an interesting place you’ve got here.” I took another sip of my drink and fought the urge to make a face. “This is quite the set-up.”

      “It is,” Phil agreed, nodding as he drew his sparkplug eyebrows together. He was older, probably in his seventies, and he appeared more amused than annoyed by my presence. “I’m curious how you found out about our humble establishment.”

      I flicked my eyes back to the judge and his friend, who were so wrapped up in each other they didn’t notice me as they petted one another under and over their table. “I hear things.”

      “Yes, you’re good at hearing things,” Phil acknowledged. “You’ve got quite the reputation in this town.”

      I couldn’t say the same for Phil. I didn’t recognize his name, yet something told me when I got a chance to search for information on him later I was going to come up with plenty that would pique my interest. “Oh, yeah?” I dragged my attention from the corner booth and focused fully on Phil. “What kind of reputation do I have?”

      “People say you’re a ballbuster.”

      “That’s probably fair.”

      Phil offered an exaggerated wink that reminded me of a lecherous pimp on the prowl. “I happen to like it when people bust my … balls.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes at his overtly sexual – and patently lame – statement. If he was trying to play the part of the dirty old man he was doing quite well. “I’m sure you do.” I cocked my head to the side as I looked him over. “How long have you owned this place?”

      “Is this an interrogation?”

      “I’m merely curious.”

      “Well, I find I’m a bit curious, too.” Phil shifted on his stool, his smile never slipping. “I’ve often wondered if you would stumble across this place. You have a reputation for being a bit too nosy. There have been times when I worried you would walk through the front door. But I’ll be honest. I wasn’t expecting you today.”

      That was interesting. He clearly knew who I was and what I was capable of doing. He also wasn’t afraid to admit it. That meant he was either trying to schmooze me or legitimately respected me. I leaned toward the former because the way his eyes roamed over my body made me believe he was a predator in vintage gentleman’s clothing.

      “I’m looking for information. Someone suggested you might be able to supply it.”

      Phil’s eyebrows migrated higher. “May I ask who suggested that?”

      “You can, but I won’t answer.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter.” I did my best to keep my natural smugness at bay. “I would’ve eventually found this place. You just said that yourself. It doesn’t matter how I found you.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      “Well, you’ll have to get used to disappointment.” I didn’t miss the momentary flash of annoyance that exploded behind Phil’s eyes when I took another sip of my drink. “I need information on Jay Truman.”

      I decided to push my advantage. I’d thrown Phil off his game, so there was no reason not to push him when he was floundering to find a foothold.

      “Jay Truman?” Phil was incapable of hiding his surprise. “Why would you come here asking questions about him?”

      “I guess that confirms my theory that you knew him.” I decided to tread lightly. When Andre pointed me toward The Domino Club he didn’t give me a name. I wasn’t sure if it was because he didn’t have one or that he didn’t want to break too many mutual respect rules – criminals have them, too – in one day. Either way, it didn’t matter. I was positive Phil was familiar with Jay Truman. That was already a win in my book.

      “I knew Jay,” Phil said after a long moment, his eyes harder than they were only seconds before.

      “I’m guessing that means you know he’s dead.”

      “I heard. It was all over the news yesterday.”

      “He died in a fire,” I supplied. “I haven’t seen the autopsy report yet, but from what I heard his death is considered suspicious.” That was a gross exaggeration. For all I knew the medical examiner’s office already could have ruled the death accidental. I was the only one who seemed to believe his death was suspicious. Phil didn’t need to know that.

      Instead of being angry at the statement, Phil looked legitimately intrigued. “Someone killed him?” He turned thoughtful as he stroked his chin. “Who would do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”

      “And you came here because you think I did it?”

      “No. I came here because Jay was a full-fledged mobster back in the day and I’m looking for people who knew him when he was active.”

      Phil visibly relaxed, which I found odd. “A mobster?” His lips twitched. “I think you might be over-exaggerating what it was he did for his previous employers.”

      Oh, well, now we were getting somewhere. “Did he break kneecaps and shoot people in the back of the head? Hey, did he have something to do with Jimmy Hoffa’s disappearance?”

      Phil snorted as he shook his head. “You watch too much television.”

      He wasn’t the first person to point that out. “If I’m off in my assumptions, you should tell me what Jay really did for his employers back then.”

      “I don’t think that’s my place.”

      “What harm could it do?”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      Hmm. He was being purposely cagey. That didn’t necessarily mean anything. Even if his criminal days had long since passed, that didn’t mean he wanted to own up to the activities he participated in thirty years ago. I understood the inclination to cover one’s butt. Still, he was the best shot I had at digging up information about Jay Truman.

      “I’m not interested in printing these stories in the newspaper,” I said finally. “I just want to know more about Jay. According to his neighbors in the building, he wasn’t exactly a likable guy.”

      Phil barked out a warm laugh as he shook his head. “That’s an understatement. What did these neighbors tell you he was doing?”

      “Well, apparently he liked to pee in a bottle and throw it off the balcony at people in the parking lot.”

      Phil’s expression twisted. “Get out of here!”

      I nodded. “He also threw loaves of bread on people so the seagulls would swarm them, although I found that story entertaining more than traumatizing. The urine stuff is gross.”

      “That’s definitely gross,” Phil agreed. “I wish I could say it sounded out of character, but Jay wasn’t exactly a gregarious and fun guy. People hated him.”

      “I’m not looking to get you guys in trouble,” I offered. “I’m trying to figure out if Jay was murdered, and, if so, why someone chose to go after him in a busy apartment building when other people could’ve been killed.”

      “Was the fire deliberately set?”

      That was a very good question. “I don’t know. I’m waiting for more information from the fire investigators.”

      “Well, I don’t know what I can tell you.” Phil looked more resigned than excited at the prospect. “Nothing I do tell you is on the record.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “I guess we’ll have to see if that’s true.” Phil’s words were laced with an unsaid warning. “Ask your questions. I can’t guarantee I’ll answer them. If I find even a whisper of my name in your newspaper, we’re going to have issues.”

      “I have no interest in publicizing your name.” That was mostly true.

      “Also, I don’t want you telling anyone about this place.” Phil held up a cautioning finger as he stared into my eyes. “Only certain individuals are invited here. You can keep coming if you want – I have a feeling you’ll be entertaining and that’s worth a few headaches – but if you push things too far, well, then I’ll push back.”

      “I can live with that.” I didn’t see myself visiting The Domino Club very often, but I wasn’t blind to the possibilities the secret club offered.

      “You also can’t report on anything you see here,” Phil added.

      Ugh. That was so not what I wanted to hear. Still, I was in no position to argue. “Fine. I can live with that.”

      “Then ask me your questions.”

      “Great. What is it exactly that Jay did for the mob and how long did he work for them?”

      Phil let loose a long sigh. “You’re going to be a pain, aren’t you?”

      “You have no idea.”
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          12 Twelve

        

      

    

    
      What started out as several short stories and mindless chatter turned into hours of tales that didn’t sound quite right but somehow seemed to have at least a basis in truth. I was fairly certain Phil was a compulsive liar who was trying to impress me, but I had no doubt that at least some of the stories boasted nuggets of truth.

      I switched to iced tea after the first bourbon and was sober by the time I left. Phil walked me out, which was uncomfortable when he got a little too close, but I was happy to quickly slam shut my car door and wave goodbye. My last glimpse of him was in my rear-view mirror. He looked intent as he watched me drive off.

      My next stop was the Macomb County Clerk’s Office, which was in a general state of upheaval since the elected clerk, Mary Winters, ran off weeks before. I was at the center of that mishap (I can often say that) so I was leery about the reception I’d receive. To my surprise, I found a big smile waiting for me when I moseyed up to Mabel Margaret Morrison’s window.

      I didn’t know Mabel well. She was relegated to the back during much of Mary’s tenure. I’d heard rumors — the most frequent of which is that she had a big mouth and could be talked out of other people’s information with minimal effort — so I was actually excited to see her.

      “Hi, Mabel.”

      She stared at me for a bit, blinking, and then her smile faltered just a smidge. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

      I had two choices here. I could lie and pretend I was someone else while digging for information or come clean with my identity. The former seemed the better option, but there were so many people in the office who knew me that the choice would likely blow up in my face and I didn’t want to deal with the fallout if I was called out in front of everyone.

      “Avery Shaw.” I kept my smile in place. Even though I’m an absolute pain when I want to be, I’m adept at schmoozing people when the opportunity presents.

      “Oh, the reporter.” Mabel’s smile didn’t shift, which I took as a good sign.

      “That’s me.” I agreed. “How are things going for you guys since ... well, since everything happened?”

      I was visiting for specific information, but I had no problem prodding Mabel for particulars on more than one topic. It might give me some story ideas for when I returned to work. That seemed like a long time to wait should I uncover something juicy, but I’d rather have the information and be forced to sit on it than lose out entirely.

      “Oh, we’re doing fine here.” Mabel’s smile was so bright and forced it was almost blinding ... and a little bit creepy.

      “That’s good.” I meant it. “You guys must be scrambling with the November election coming up. Isn’t Mary’s seat up for grabs?”

      “Yes, and we’re in a pickle,” Mabel admitted. “Mary won her primary seat easily, but now we only have a Republican candidate for the field. The county Democrats are debating about running a special election — which will be expensive — or simply naming a different candidate.”

      My antenna went up. “Is that allowed?”

      Mabel shrugged. “I have no idea. I’m not a policy maker.”

      “No. Still, it’s an elected position ... and a big one. It’s bound to be a contentious election.”

      “Yes, well, this is Macomb County.” Mabel was blasé. “We have a lot of contentious elections.”

      “We do.” Speaking of contentious elections, I had another question to ask. “What about the county commissioner’s race? Are the results going to be challenged in court?”

      “Which county commissioner’s race?”

      She had to be kidding. “The one Tad Ludington won by default.”

      “Oh, I’m not sure. I thought Mr. Ludington was free and clear for the general election.”

      That was so not what I wanted to hear. Tad Ludington is my arch nemesis. No, I’m not being dramatic. He looks at me the same way. If there was an Olympic event for hating a single person, Tad and I would both be in the running for the gold. We dated in college — which was a huge mistake on my part (he should’ve thanked his lucky stars I ever let him see me naked) — and had been irritating each other ever since thanks to the fact that he insisted on running for office even though he was barely qualified to count his own toes.

      “That election was screwed up,” I reminded her. “Dick Aiken’s arrest prevented the voters from having a choice.” To be fair, the voters had a choice. There were numerous other candidates for that seat. Aiken was the front-runner until news broke the day of the election that he was also a murderer. The voters were smart enough not to elect Aiken. However, the piece of terror they did elect in his place was almost worse. Yes, I just admitted I would rather have a murderer in office than Tad Ludington. I’m petty. Sue me.

      “I don’t see how the election was screwed up,” Mabel countered. She seemed legitimately baffled. The more I talked to her, the slower she appeared. There was a definite possibility that she wasn’t part of the inner circle when it came to county gossip. Drat. That was a real smack in the face. “Mr. Ludington won fair and square.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Something about the way she said “Mr. Ludington” set my teeth on edge. “Has he been in here since the election?”

      “Yes.”

      I waited for her to expound. When she didn’t, I pushed harder. “Does he cite a reason when he visits?”

      “He says he wants to make sure operations are running smoothly for the November election.” Mabel’s face was blank as she chattered away. “He’s very worried about our well-being. He’s one of those rare politicians who put his constituents and the county workers first.”

      Oh, now I was definitely suspicious. “Did he tell you to say that?”

      “Yes.” Mabel bobbed her dark head. “He gave us a list of things to say should people ask questions about him.” As if to prove she was telling the truth, Mabel held up a sheet of paper for my viewing pleasure. “We have approved things we can say. If we stray from the list we can be fired.”

      What a load of crap. “Did he tell you that?” I snatched the paper from her and eyed it with annoyed interest. “Wait ... this says you’re allowed to say that Tad Ludington is a king amongst normal men.”

      “I know.” Mabel was solemn. “I’m glad I’ve been able to spend so much time working with him over the past week. I’ve never met a king before.”

      Ugh. This was my worst nightmare. I couldn’t even put into words what I was feeling. Oh, wait. That wasn’t true. I could totally find the right words. “This is the biggest pile of manure he’s ever shoveled.”

      Mabel was taken aback by my vehemence. “Is something wrong?”

      “You bet your big bottom there’s something wrong.” When I risked a glance back at Mabel after several moments of silence, I found her frowning. “What? You’re the one who fell for this. There’s no reason you should be angry with me.”

      This time when Mabel spoke, it was with a clipped tone. “Do you need something, Ms. Shaw?”

      Uh-oh. I’d ticked her off. I wasn’t sure how I managed to do it ... until I remembered the “big bottom” comment. “I didn’t mean ‘big’ in a bad way,” I offered hurriedly. “I meant it like you’re a Kardashian.” I’m secretly a Kardashian hater, for the record, but some people seem to like them. Mabel reminded me of a Kardashian fan, so I took a shot. It appeared to work.

      Mabel brightened considerably. “Oh, well, I have been emulating Kim. I want my front to arrive in a room five seconds before my backside.”

      “Well, you’re doing an admirable job of it.” I meant it. “As for this list, you don’t have to tell people these things. He’s lying if he says it’s necessary.”

      Mabel shook her head. “He said that I shouldn’t believe it if anyone tells me anything different from what he says.”

      I had to hand it to him. Tad was ahead of me on this one. He wanted an inside person at the clerk’s office for the general election and he’d obviously heard the same rumors about Mabel that I had. Initially, I thought she would turn out to be gossipy because she simply couldn’t keep her mouth shut. Now I knew it was because she was borderline stupid. Only an idiot would fall for Tad’s ridiculous rhetoric, and he was clearly smart when picking his sidekick.

      “It’s a lie,” I tried one more time. “I swear it’s a lie. He’s making it up so he can be sure that you’ll do what he wants.”

      “He said people would say that.”

      Oh, geez. She was a lost cause. I would have to figure out what to do with her later. For now, I had bigger things on my mind. “Fine. If you want to fall for his nonsense, I guess that’s your prerogative. I can’t stop you.”

      “No.”

      “So ... keep doing what you’re doing.”

      “I will.” Mabel extended her hand for the sheet of paper. “I need that back.”

      “Oh, I can’t do that.” I folded it and shoved it in my pocket. “I need it for when I see him next.”

      “I don’t believe you’re supposed to take that.” Mabel adopted a prim and proper tone, as if scolding a child. “That’s a private document.”

      “It’s really not.”

      “I need it back.”

      “I’m sure Tad will be able to provide you a copy. I need this one. If I don’t keep it I’ll never forgive myself.”

      “But ... .” Mabel looked bewildered.

      “I’m actually here for a reason,” I said, hoping to distract her with something shiny. “I need to get the ownership records of Sandusky Sanitation. I need building permits and business licenses ... basically anything you’ve got.”

      Mabel’s forehead wrinkled and then smoothed as if she were debating whether she should focus on the new topic or keep harping on the old one. If she chose the latter, I was going to have to make a break for it and get the Sandusky Sanitation information from somebody else.

      Finally, she sighed and nodded. “I’ll pull the information. You’ll need to pay documentation fees.” I pulled out my company card – the one the county issued so the newspaper could be billed at the end of the month – and held it up. “The Monitor has an account with you.”

      “Right. It will take me a few minutes. Please have a seat.”

      “Gladly.”

      

      FORTY MINUTES LATER I had a text from Eliot asking me to meet him downtown for a late lunch, and a stack of documents that would take me hours to go through. I was busy flipping through the records when I left the building, so distracted that I didn’t even notice the man in front of me until it was too late and I barreled into him.

      “Watch where you’re going!”

      I recognized the sputtering voice from my nightmares and jerked up my head to find myself looking into Tad’s loathsome eyes. They were so brown they reminded me of diarrhea. “Oh, geez. What are you doing here?”

      Clearly not happy to see me, Tad tugged on his shirt to smooth it as he looked around to see if I was alone. “I was about to ask you the same question. What are you doing here?”

      “I was at the clerk’s office. I was getting documents.”

      “For what?”

      “Don’t worry,” I sneered. “It’s not for the general election. I have other things to focus on for the immediate future.”

      “I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear that,” Tad said, pinning me with a derogatory look. “I think your talents are better served on a different beat. Have you ever considered covering California politics? I think you would fit right in with those nuts out there.”

      “And leave all this?” I smirked in a manner that I knew drove him crazy. “Why would I possibly want to leave Macomb County? That seems a stupid thing to do when there’s still a chance to make sure you’re never elected again.”

      “I believe that reporters are supposed to report the news, not influence it.”

      “That only applies to candidates who aren’t ass crabs.”

      Tad stilled, confusion and fury warring for supremacy on his obnoxious face. “What are ass crabs?”

      “Oh, you don’t know?” I made a clucking sound with my tongue. “If you don’t know, I can’t tell you. Apparently you’re not part of the cool club.”

      “The cool club knows about ass crabs?”

      Huh. That was annoying. He kind of had me there. “The cool club knows about ass crabs so they don’t get them. It’s the unsuspecting populace — and morons who can’t figure out how to pick their noses without eating it — who have never heard of the scourge ripping through the community.”

      That sounded a little less ridiculous. Tad was a moron of epic proportions, though, so I wasn’t overly worried about him questioning me. It turned out I was right not to worry. He remained, as always, clueless to a good insult.

      “Whatever.” Tad shook his head to dislodge whatever dark thought he was harboring. “I still don’t understand what you’re doing here. I heard through the grapevine you were on vacation. I know everyone in the county has been heaving a sigh of relief thanks to a much-needed reprieve from your presence.”

      “Yes, well, I needed some documents.” I narrowed my eyes as I considered how far to push him. “I also needed to grab a copy of the rules of interaction that you’ve been handing out.”

      The way Tad shifted, his cheeks turning red, gave me a little thrill. I liked little more than messing with him. He was so easy it was a joy to make him cry ... and sometimes even foam at the mouth.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The rules you’ve been handing out in the clerk’s office,” I replied. “I managed to get my hands on them. I can’t wait to write an article about it.”

      “But ... no.” Tad firmly shook his head. “Wait ... I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He changed tactics quickly, but it was too late to wipe out the damage already done. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I’m talking about this.” I transferred my documents from my right to left hand and then dug in my back pocket. I was amused when I started reading. “Tad Ludington is the sort of politician who makes voters have faith in the system again.”

      Tad glowered. “Where did you get that?”

      I ignored the question. “Tad Ludington is the sort of man who makes women want to marry him and men want to be him.”

      Tad made a grab for the sheet of paper. “Give me that.”

      I was too quick and easily sidestepped him. “Tad Ludington is the sort of man who makes women sigh as their ovaries go into overdrive.” I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “Seriously, where did you even get this stuff? If you hired someone to write it, you seriously overpaid.”

      “You give me that right now!” Tad grabbed my arm and viciously twisted it, causing me to inadvertently cry out.

      It wasn’t that I feared him. The angle he managed to grab me at, however, was extremely uncomfortable. “Let me go.”

      “You let go of that right now!” Tad fired back. “That is not for you. That is a private document that isn’t to be shared outside of the clerk’s office. It’s not a major thing. It’s a little thing.”

      “You’d know all about little things,” I gritted out as I struggled to keep him from getting his fingers on the sheet of paper. “If you don’t stop, I’ll scream.”

      “Good. I like it when you scream.”

      He was such a perverted tool that I believed him. I decided to try a different tack. “If you don’t let go I’ll tell Eliot that you put your hands on me and then sit back and watch while he beats you bloody.”

      The threat had the desired effect. Tad eased his grip just enough for me to break free.

      “Ha!” I hopped away from him, victorious despite the messy state of my hair. “I’m going to print all of this goofy stuff and then sit back and watch while everyone in the county laughs at you.”

      “I’ll sue you.”

      “Bring it.”

      Tad’s eyes were nothing but slits. “Whore!”

      “Pus bucket.”

      “Skank.”

      “Walking ass crab.”

      “Slut!”

      “Tiny penis man.”

      As far as insults go, it wasn’t my best day. But Tad took offense at everything, so my arrow flew straight and true.

      “You take that back.” Tad reached for me again, his fingers twitching. “I talked to a doctor and he said I fall in the normal range for white men with my lineage.”

      I couldn’t hold back my snort. “So, basically you’re saying you’re genetically predisposed to have a tiny unit? That’s your defense?”

      “I will kill you.”

      “Bring it!”

      Before I knew what was happening, Tad launched himself at me. He was deathly serious with his attack. I realized my mistake too late. Of course, that’s normal for me, too.

      “Uh-oh.”
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          13 Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      People often ask if I’m a fan of fighting. “Fan” is not the right word. Very few people actually get excited at the prospect of throwing down with another human being. Sure, there are always exceptions. We’ve all seen some variations of the brain-dead moron who crushes a beer can against his forehead before putting real effort into bullying someone.

      Just for the record: That is not me.

      That doesn’t mean I’m not willing to fight if someone attacks. I can take only so much, and I was officially at my limit with Tad. I can tolerate a lot (okay, very little because I have the patience of a five-year-old who has been taught she’s the center of the world) but I won’t abide anyone putting his or her hands on me without invitation.

      At the moment Tad reached for my neck I sidestepped his grasp. He was already off balance when I slammed my knee into his groin hard enough that he called out like a wounded animal. It was almost comical the way his face went red, he grabbed his tiny Ludington family jewels, and dropped to his knees in the middle of the sidewalk.

      “I’m going to kill you,” Tad hissed, spittle forming at the corners of his mouth as his eyes threatened to roll back in his head. I really was looking forward to the idea of him passing out so I could drag his body different places and pose him for public ridicule before he woke. Alas, he looked to be clinging to consciousness ... which was such a disappointment.

      “Oh, stuff it.” I folded the sheet of paper and calmly placed it in my back pocket while glancing around to see if we had an audience. It was late afternoon in Mount Clemens, which meant it was too early for the courthouse and county workers to leave for the day and too late for corporate lunch goers to be on the street. “You’re lucky I handled you instead of letting Eliot rip your head off.”

      “I’m not afraid of him.” Veins stood out on Tad’s neck as he strained to keep from toppling to the side. “I’ll have you arrested for this.”

      It was an empty threat and we both knew it. “Good luck. There are cameras all over this place. I’ll send footage of you attacking me to every news station in the area and it’ll be public knowledge that you started crying like a little girl and begging me to cease my relentless assault after you initially attacked me.”

      “I didn’t beg you! I most certainly didn’t cry.”

      “Yeah, but that won’t be how I tell the story. Those cameras are video only. I can make up whatever I want for the audio, and we both know people will believe it because you attacked me first.”

      “I will end you,” Tad gritted out with enough vehemence that spittle hit my lip.

      “Ugh. Say it, don’t spray it.”

      Tad tried again. “I will make you wish you were never born.”

      I wiped my face a second time and frowned. “I asked for the news, not the weather.”

      “What?”

      I shook my head at my own lameness. “It’s a joke I heard once. It’s not nearly as funny in reality as I thought it would be in my head.”

      “I’m sure that can be said for almost everything where you’re concerned.”

      “And yet I’m not the one on my knees.” I readjusted my stack of documents and remembered I was supposed to be somewhere ... and soon. “Crap. I’m going to be late. Eliot won’t be happy.”

      “Good.” Some of the tension eased in Tad’s face. “Maybe he will finally wise up and break up with you.”

      “You wish.” My eyes drifted toward the Coney Island where I was supposed to meet Eliot, my breath running short when I realized the man in question’s eyes were already on me — his mother standing directly to his right — as I lorded my superior fighting abilities over Tad. The look on Eliot’s face was a mask of concern and fury. “Uh-oh.”

      “Yes, that’s right.” Tad rested his hands on the pavement for leverage as he slowly raised himself to a shaky standing position. “You’re finally realizing that you’re in trouble, huh? It’s about time.”

      I was definitely in trouble. None of it had anything to do with Tad’s nonexistent power, though. “You might want to shut your mouth now,” I warned, grim. Eliot was stalking across the street and I had a feeling he would be equally angry with both of us. Maggie trailed her son, a look of what I could only describe as mortification on her face, so things were probably going to be doubly worse than they would be under normal circumstances.

      Great. I so didn’t need this.

      “I am not going to shut my mouth.” Tad was mostly on his feet at this point, although he was doubled over at the waist. He had yet to see Eliot and his mother, which was probably a good thing. “You’re going to jail, missy. I’m going to see to it that you’re locked up and they throw away the key. How do you like that?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, something snarky on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t get a chance to make my opinion known because that’s the exact moment Eliot reached us.

      I don’t know what I expected. Eliot was never happy when I brawled with Tad. While I tended to believe that Tad was a moron of the highest level and not a physical threat, Eliot felt exactly the opposite. He was convinced I would one day push Tad to the point he snapped. Even if that happened, I couldn’t work up the effort to worry about it. Tad had the equivalent strength of a Kardashian when a camera wasn’t present. He wasn’t a threat.

      “Hi, honey.” I pasted a bright smile on my face. “How was your day?”

      “Don’t start.” Eliot was clearly furious as he took me by surprise and pressed his foot into the back of Tad’s knee, causing him to topple back to the pavement. His movement was casual, as if he hadn’t just carried out a maneuver that made me want to reward him with some of the dirtiest sex ever. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on here?”

      Oh, well, that was a loaded question. I’d feel more comfortable answering if Maggie wasn’t watching me with a look that suggested she was horrified by what was happening.

      “Well ... .” I licked my lips and debated how to answer.

      “The truth,” Eliot barked, his temper on full display.

      Whoops. Clearly shopping with his mother had sapped all of Eliot’s world-famous patience. He usually put up with my antics for a good five minutes before he reached this point on his temper train schedule. “How was shopping?”

      Eliot’s fury was palpable as he narrowed his eyes. “Avery ... .”

      “Fine.” I threw up a hand, resigned. “If you must know, I came here to check on a few things and got distracted by this walking maggot on my way out. Did you know he gave the clerks a list of appropriate comments and one of them is that ‘Tad Ludington puts the A in action when it comes to helping his constituents’? I mean ... can you believe that?”

      Eliot’s mouth opened but no sound came out. I decided to press my advantage.

      “Also, his fifth point is that Tad Ludington is a people person, which means people should worship him whenever they get the chance.”

      Eliot’s facade finally broke. “Did he really do that?”

      I nodded, solemn. “I couldn’t very well ignore the sheet once I saw it. That’s cruel and unusual punishment. You know that.”

      “Fine.” Eliot sucked in a calming breath. “I understand you couldn’t stop yourself from messing with him. Why was he on the ground?”

      “Oh, that.” This topic would be slightly more uncomfortable. “He tried to strangle me, so I kicked him in the nuts. I was just about to deliver the death blow when I saw you.”

      Eliot made a face. “Did he put his hands on you?”

      “Well ... .” I was uncomfortable with the fury reflected on Eliot’s handsome features. “I think you’re getting worked up for no reason. I handled things on my own. It’s not necessary for you to freak out.”

      “Did. He. Put. His. Hands. On. You.”

      Whenever Eliot utilized his infamous clipped tone – like now – I knew things were about to get ugly. “Just barely,” I said finally.

      Tad, never one to catch on quickly, had been watching our interaction with keen interest. It was clear he was afraid of Eliot when he shrank back. “I barely touched her, man.”

      “Well, then I guess I’ll barely touch you.” Eliot moved to grab Tad around the neck, but he pulled up short when he recognized the figure moving in behind Tad.

      Jake Farrell, my former high school boyfriend and Macomb County’s sheriff, didn’t bother to hide his curiosity as his gaze bounced between faces. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m going to kill Ludington,” Eliot replied without hesitation. “He’s got it coming and I can’t wait to do it.”

      Jake cocked an eyebrow, seemingly amused. He exchanged a quick look with the woman standing behind him, who I had set him up with a few weeks ago, and it was clear they were both entertained by the scenario. “Ludington always has it coming, but I’m curious exactly what he has coming this time.”

      “He put his hands on my girlfriend.” Eliot’s fury was obviously going to break free soon if I didn’t get a handle on this situation.

      “Eliot ... .”

      “Wait. He put his hands on you?” Jake held up a finger to still Eliot as he focused on me. “Did he hurt you?”

      “Not really.”

      “Not really?”

      Oh, geez. What is it with the men in my life acting all protective and alpha when I least need them to swoop in and save the day? On a whim, I decided to address Jake’s new girlfriend rather than the men. “Hey, Lauren. You look great. How are things going?”

      Lauren pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. She and I barely knew each other, yet she was already used to my antics. I hated Jake’s last girlfriend with a fiery passion — and that was before she was murdered by a crazy legal secretary — so I was already considering his fledgling relationship with Lauren a win. She didn’t seem threatened by me and actually enjoyed hanging out as a foursome. That was exactly what I was looking for when it came to a partner for Jake.

      “Things are going well, Avery,” Lauren replied after a struggle to maintain her demeanor. “How are things with you?”

      “Oh, well, you know.” I cast a derisive glare in Tad’s direction. “This moron sent out a reminder sheet to the workers in the clerk’s office with talking points should they ever want to discuss him with visitors or members of the media. Number seven says that Tad Ludington is the sort of change Macomb County needs. In my head I picture that as a diaper change.”

      Lauren burst out laughing as Tad growled and lunged at me. Eliot was clearly waiting for the move because he grabbed Tad by the throat and lifted him a full two inches off the ground before he stared hard into his eyes and issued a silent threat that was downright chilling.

      “I warned you about this,” Eliot started.

      “I didn’t ... grrk ... do anything.” Tad’s face was red from the effort to breathe as he struggled against Eliot’s grip.

      “I warned you about this,” Eliot repeated, his voice deathly calm. I knew that was a sign he was very close to losing control. The quieter he got, the more frightening he became. “I told you if you put your hands on her that I would end you.”

      “Grrk.” Tad couldn’t form words as his feet desperately tried to find traction.

      “Dude, I think you should drop him,” Jake suggested, his expression serious as he focused solely on Eliot. They had a unique relationship. They’d served in the military together, had a falling out, and then ended up in the same town where they constantly crossed paths because of their relationships with me.

      At first I thought they would never get along. Jake seemingly had bigger issues with Eliot than Eliot had with Jake. They ultimately managed to come to a compromise, and now they not only tolerated one another, they actually seemed to be forming a friendship.

      “I’m not putting him down,” Eliot snapped. “I’ve warned this idiot multiple times about touching her.”

      “I know that.” Jake remained patient, which I thought was amazing given the circumstances. “You know how she is, though.”

      Eliot was incredulous as he turned his eyes to Jake. “Are you suggesting she deserves it?”

      “Absolutely not.” Jake was firm. “I’m suggesting that she pushed him — like she always does — and he retaliated because he’s too stupid to know better.”

      “It’s not okay for him to put his hands on her,” Eliot persisted.

      “It’s definitely not,” Jake agreed. “But I’m guessing she pushed him. And, because she’s Avery, I’m guessing she pushed him hard.”

      “I don’t care.” Eliot was adamant. “I already told him that I don’t care if she pushes him so hard he cracks in half like the Titanic. It’s one thing for them to be verbally abusive with one another — I don’t like that, but accept it — but it’s quite another for him to put his hands on her.”

      “I don’t disagree.” Jake made a grunting sound as he managed to dislodge Eliot’s fingers from Tad’s throat. “But you can’t kill him. I’ll have to arrest you, and Avery will hunt me to the ends of the county if that happens.”

      “The ends of the world,” I corrected, focusing on Tad as he made choking noises and sucked in huge mouthfuls of air. “I hope you’ve learned your lesson.”

      “Oh, I have.” Tad’s eyes watered as he blinked and tried to regain his senses. “I’m sensible enough to have your boyfriend arrested. I want to file charges against him.” Tad rubbed his throat with one hand and pointed at Eliot with the other. “You saw him assault me. You have no choice but to arrest him.”

      Jake looked caught ... and furious. “Are you sure that’s the way you want to go?”

      Tad nodded and sneered. “I am.”

      “No, he’s not,” I countered, my temper coming out to play. “That’s so not what’s going to happen.”

      “You listen here, Avery Shaw ... .”

      I glared at Tad as I shook my head. “No, you listen. I already told you this area is covered in cameras. If you force Jake to arrest Eliot, then I will have the footage pulled and press charges against you. You have a lot more to lose than Eliot. You’re running for office.”

      Jake brightened considerably. “That’s true. If you touched Avery at all on that footage, you’ll be going to jail for much longer than Eliot would.”

      “That’s on top of the public humiliation,” I added, warming to my topic. “You said it yourself. I’m on vacation. I’m not focused on you this week. If Eliot goes to jail, I’m going to be forced to focus on you.”

      “If that’s not a terrifying threat, I don’t know what is,” Jake said, causing Lauren to smile as she watched the show unfold. She wisely kept her mouth shut, but I could tell she was enjoying the interaction for what it was ... ridiculous.

      “I will publicize the video ... and the talking points you handed out to the clerks ... and the fact that you have the world’s tiniest penis if you push me.”

      Tad huffed out something wretched under his breath before ultimately nodding. He didn’t look happy, but he knew when he was beat. As much as he wanted Eliot to pay, he truly did have more to lose than my boyfriend did. “Fine. But I want that sheet of paper you stole back.”

      “I lost it when you went for me and I kicked you in the nuts,” I supplied, keeping my face straight. “I don’t know where it went.”

      “You lost it?” Tad turned screechy. “How could you lose it? That’s a private document!”

      “So you’d better go find it,” Jake suggested, his tone weighted.

      “Whatever.” Tad grimaced as he glanced between faces, ultimately landing on me. “This isn’t over. I will pay you back for this.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      We watched him go in silence. Maggie was the first to break it.

      “So ... are we all having that late lunch I was promised? I would love to meet your friends, Eliot.”

      Eliot exhaled heavily as he cast me a sidelong look. I could tell we were both thinking the same thing. Explaining Jake’s presence in our lives was going to be exceedingly difficult. “I’m going to blame you for this later. There will be punishment.”

      “I’m looking forward to that, too.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”
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      Lunch with my ex-boyfriend, his current girlfriend, my boyfriend and my boyfriend’s mother was as uncomfortable as you might expect. This was after witnessing a chick fight (yes, Tad is just that lame), which missed only the requisite hair pulling and screeching to be called a bitch fight. Once we were settled at a table, orders placed, Maggie wasted no time digging in.

      “Does anyone want to tell me what just happened?”

      “It’s nothing,” I said hurriedly, sipping my iced tea. “Just a misunderstanding.”

      “A misunderstanding?” Maggie’s eyebrows flew up. “How is it a misunderstanding that my son almost ripped that man’s head off?”

      “That wasn’t a misunderstanding,” Eliot replied calmly. “One day I’ll be forced to kill that guy. You should prepare yourself, mother. It will probably make the news.”

      “I don’t want you to go to jail for killing him,” Maggie said pragmatically. “I don’t understand why you hate him so much.”

      “You should spend five minutes with him,” Jake suggested, his hand resting on top of Lauren’s on the tabletop. “Then you would understand.”

      “But ... .”

      Eliot ignored his mother’s confusion and focused on me. “What were you even doing here, Avery?”

      “I had stuff to look up and I was bored.” That wasn’t technically a lie. I was bored and I left the clerk’s office with information. Of course, when Eliot figured out what information I was looking for I knew things would turn ugly.

      “You could’ve gone to the mall with Mom and me.”

      Oh, geez. He was clearly going to turn this into a thing. “I already told you that I didn’t want to interrupt your mother-and-son bonding.”

      “I already told you I don’t believe that line of malarkey.”

      “That’s because you’re an untrusting soul.”

      “Avery ... .”

      “Let’s not turn this into World War III,” Jake suggested, pinning Eliot and me with looks that promised retribution. “I don’t think Ludington is worth getting upset about.”

      “I agree.” I smiled at him. “So ... you and Lauren look happy and cozy. When am I going to get my thank-you for setting you up?”

      “Probably about the same time you and Ludington start playing nice,” Jake replied, unruffled. “When do you think that will happen?”

      That was a good question. “I don’t know. I’ll get back to you on that.”

      “I figured.”

      In an attempt to smooth things, Lauren took control of the conversation. “So, I know I’m new to the county but I’m not sure I understand everything that’s going on here. I thought Tad Ludington was running for county commissioner.”

      “He is,” Jake confirmed.

      “Then why would he be issuing memos to the clerk’s staff before he’s elected?”

      “Because he’s a tool,” I answered, casting Eliot a sidelong look and internally cringing at the set of his jaw. He was clearly furious. “He’s not even a fun tool like a power saw. He’s one of those tools that no one ever uses except to unclog the toilet or something.”

      “And what kind of tool is that?” Eliot asked.

      “I have no idea. I don’t plumb. Wait ... is that a word? Do you plumb when you’re fixing a toilet?”

      Even though it was obvious he wanted to stew in his anger for a bit, Eliot cracked a smile. “I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it. Perhaps you could look that up rather than stick your nose into things that don’t concern you when you’re supposed to be on vacation.”

      “How do you know I was sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong?”

      “I’m familiar with your work.”

      I didn’t bother to hide my eye roll as I leaned back in my chair. “I think you’re being a bit ridiculous,” I said after a moment. “It was supposed to be a quick stop.”

      “For what reason?”

      “Oh, well ... .”

      Eliot didn’t give me a chance to finish. “You’re looking into that apartment fire, aren’t you? You’re on vacation, don’t even know if there’s anything nefarious going on there, and yet you’re chasing that story because you’ve got a bee up your butt.”

      “I don’t have anything up my butt.”

      “The rest is true.”

      “The rest is ... not important,” I said finally, shaking my head. “I wanted to check something, so I stopped at the clerk’s office. That’s when I found out about the memo Tad sent out to everyone, and I felt the need to focus on that.”

      “That memo does sound funny,” Jake hedged. “It’s too bad you lost it during the fight. I would’ve loved to see it.”

      I snorted. “I didn’t lose it.”

      “You told Ludington you lost it.”

      “Well, he’s an idiot who’ll fall for anything. It’s in my back pocket.”

      “Let’s see.” Jake snapped his fingers to get me to hand it over. “I’m dying to see what he wrote.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Will you give it back?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I don’t know. Sometimes you like to mess with me. I’ll let you see it, but I want you to remember that Tad will be so embarrassed by the story I write that he will cry like a little girl. And that’s good for all of us.”

      Jake heaved out a long-suffering sigh. He knew me well. There were times I drove him crazy, but there were also times he enjoyed my antics. I wasn’t sure which scenario we were dealing with here.

      “Just give it to me,” Jake instructed, unfolding the sheet of paper when I passed it over. His eyes immediately lit with amusement as he started reading. “‘Some heroes are super and some are merely special. Tad Ludington is the superhero of the people.’”

      “Yeah, they’re basically ridiculous propaganda statements,” I acknowledged. “I’m still going to write a story on them.”

      “I can’t wait.” Jake kept smiling as he read. “As for what Eliot said about the apartment complex fire, why are you so fixated on that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “C’mon.”

      “I honestly have no idea why I’m so fixated on it. There’s something off about what happened. I’m merely the curious sort.”

      “You’re on vacation,” Jake reminded me. “I don’t understand why you’re so hell-bent on finding answers when it’s not your story.”

      Well, that was a low blow. “I covered the initial fire. That means it technically is my story.”

      “You covered it when you were on vacation,” Eliot argued. “You went out for groceries, let them spoil in the back of your car, and became obsessed with this fire. I’m used to you doing weird stuff, but even I don’t understand this little side journey into craziness.”

      “I’m not crazy.”

      “You’re ... something.”

      “I’m not crazy,” I repeated, my temper threatening to make an appearance. Starting an argument in the middle of our favorite diner in front of witnesses, including his mother, who was eager to give him a reason to split from me so he could return home — seemed a terrible idea. “I’m simply curious about a few of the things I’ve uncovered.”

      “And what have you uncovered?” Jake asked. He gave all appearances that he was calm, barely interested in the topic, but I read a subtle shift in his demeanor. It made me think I was on to something ... which was probably not the reaction he was looking for.

      “What have you uncovered?” I shot back.

      “You first.”

      I’m not a big fan of information trading games but I decided to take a shot all the same. “Jay Truman did not live on the floor where he was found. He lived a floor up, and it doesn’t make a lot of sense for him to be wandering around the wrong floor if he was trying to escape a fire.”

      “Wait ... you’re talking about the guy who was overwhelmed by smoke, right?” Lauren interjected. “My understanding is that he was older. He might have been confused by what was happening. You never know how people will react in certain situations. If he was confused because of the smoke ... well, it’s possible he had no idea where he was.”

      “I don’t believe that’s the case here,” I countered. Her theory might have held true for other people, but Jay Truman wasn’t a “normal” guy. “Jay Truman was a mobster.”

      Eliot choked on his iced tea as Jake’s eyes widened.

      “A mobster?” Eliot snickered. “I thought you were kidding when you mentioned that the first time around.”

      “I never kid when it comes to mobsters.”

      “I really don’t think you should use that word,” Eliot cautioned. “You don’t quite have the knack for it. When you say ‘mobster,’ I picture that bad movie you occasionally make me watch with Christian Slater and Patrick Dempsey.”

      “Mobsters.”

      “Don’t keep saying it because you think you’ll wear me down,” Eliot chided. “I don’t think you can carry off the word without sounding ridiculous.”

      “No, that was the name of the movie. Mobsters.” I worked overtime to keep from blowing up. “But the movie has nothing to do with anything.”

      “I’ll say.” Eliot’s expression was hard to read. It was almost as if he was trying to peer into my soul to see what I was thinking. “There was nothing realistic about that movie.”

      “It had hot guys. Why look beyond that?”

      “Fair enough.” Eliot held up his hands in surrender. “I’m simply pointing out that you using the word ‘mobster’ seems a bit surreal.”

      Jake remained silent — seemingly interested and yet not volunteering information — and I instantly knew I was right.

      “You’re looking at Jay Truman’s death as a murder, aren’t you?”

      Realizing I was intently staring, Jake recovered and started shaking his head. “Why would you assume that? We haven’t even pinned down a cause of the fire.”

      “That was a total evasion,” I complained.

      “I have to concur with Avery,” Lauren said. “That wasn’t your best attempt at dodging a question.”

      “Oh, good grief.” Jake pinched the bridge of his nose. “I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation. You’re on vacation, Avery. You’re not supposed to be focusing on stuff like this. You’re supposed to be spending your time with your boyfriend’s mother.”

      “I have no intention of dissuading Avery from doing her work,” Maggie said hurriedly. “Eliot has made it quite clear that it’s very important to her. I don’t want to infringe on her job. I mean ... they’re probably not having kids and Eliot is fine with her having a dangerous job. It’s not my place to say anything to the contrary.”

      I recognized right away that Maggie was parroting Eliot’s words from an earlier disagreement and had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing at Eliot’s scowl.

      “Mother ... .”

      “Eliot made it sound as if Avery would go crazy if she wasn’t allowed to do whatever she wanted,” Maggie continued, “as if she’ll become mentally deranged if she can’t be a reporter for very little money.”

      Jake stared at Maggie for a long beat, his expression thoughtful. “I think it’s wise that Eliot understands Avery and gives her the support she needs,” he said finally. “Avery is unique. She can’t stop herself from digging in while chasing a story. She’s dogged ... and a bit annoying.”

      I liked his statement until the last part. “I’m never annoying.”

      Jake ignored me. “The thing is, Eliot is good for Avery because he doesn’t try to change her. He has her best interests at heart and loves her for who she is. Avery feels the same about him. I think most parents would be excited at the prospect of their son finding someone who gives that to him.

      Instead of having the grace to be abashed, Maggie shot Jake a withering look. “She was brawling on the street.”

      “Hey! That wasn’t entirely my fault,” I argued. “Tad took it to a juvenile level.”

      “Yes, and I’m sure he did that with no help from you,” Eliot said dryly. “As for the rest, Mom, we’ve talked about this. If you don’t like Avery’s job, that’s fine. You don’t have to. As for the kid thing, I am not having this discussion again.”

      Lauren caught my gaze and I could see the amusement she desperately tried to hide. She was obviously enjoying herself.

      “Avery is like a big kid herself,” Jake offered. “Eliot doesn’t need another kid to look after.”

      Eliot grinned. “That’s how I see it.”

      “You’re all ridiculous,” Maggie muttered, shaking her head as she stared at the table. I wanted to distance myself from the argument, so I turned back to Jake. “I told you what I know. Now I want to know what you have.”

      Jake played innocent. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I will tell Lauren embarrassing stories about our childhood if you don’t spill.”

      Jake shifted on his seat. “I’m not embarrassed about my past.”

      “Really? What about what happened in the dugout during the tornado?”

      “Don’t you dare.” Jake extended a finger in warning. “I will make you pay if you tell that story.”

      “Then tell me what I want to hear,” I ordered, refusing to back down. “What do you know?”

      Jake was resigned when he dragged a hand through his messy bird’s nest hair. “I shouldn’t be telling you this.”

      “I’m on vacation.”

      “And this is off the record,” Jake added.

      “Fine.” I was practically salivating. “What do you have?”

      “Jay Truman died from a blow to the head,” Jake said. “His death wasn’t an accident.”

      “I knew it!” I crowed, practically giddy with victory as I poked Eliot’s side. “I was right. When are you going to realize I’m always right?”

      Eliot’s irritation spilled over and landed on me. “Don’t push it.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I would deal with him later. I could think of fifty different ways to punish him for his disbelief ... and they were all fun and naughty. “Who do you think killed him?”

      “I don’t know,” Jake replied. “We uncovered the same information you did. He had ties to organized crime groups long ago. I have no idea what he had his fingers in recently.”

      “What are these ties you’re talking about?” Eliot asked.

      “Sandusky Sanitation,” I supplied. “He ran it for a bit before it was bought out by another company.”

      “They were notorious, weren’t they?” Eliot asked. “I didn’t grow up in the area, but I’ve heard about Sandusky Sanitation. Supposedly bodies went missing left and right thanks to them.”

      “That’s the rumor,” Jake confirmed. “Proving it isn’t exactly easy.” His eyes were searching when they met mine. “What else did you find?”

      I thought about owning up to visiting the speakeasy, but immediately discarded the idea. Jake would shut it down, and if I needed further information I’d be fresh out of luck. I needed to tell him something, but it couldn’t be anything that would tip Eliot to exactly how far I’d managed to dig in three short days.

      “I know that he urinated in bottles and threw it on people in the parking lot,” I said. “I also know that he threw bread on people so the seagulls would swarm and attack.”

      “What?” Maggie’s face turned red. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, geez, this guy sounds like a real prince,” Eliot laughed. “Where did you hear those stories?”

      “The neighbors told me. They’re surprisingly chatty.”

      “And is that where you were when I was at the airport picking up my mother?”

      Well, crap on a cracker! I walked right into that one. “I told you about stopping by the apartment complex,” I lied, opting to turn the tables on Eliot.

      “You did not.”

      “I did so.”

      “You did not.”

      “You must be losing your mind because I totally did.”

      Eliot rolled his eyes as he slung his arm over my shoulder and leaned closer. “You didn’t and we both know it, but I don’t want to argue.”

      “That’s good. I don’t want to argue either.”

      “None of us are going to argue,” Jake instructed. “As for Jay Truman, I don’t know what to tell you. If you weren’t on vacation I’d bet you could dig up some meaty stuff on this one. It’s not your story, though. As it stands, we’re still investigating.”

      “You have to give me something,” I pressed. “I told you what I had. It’s only fair.”

      Jake pursed his lips. “You’re on vacation.”

      “Tell me or I’ll take Lauren to lunch and explain about the time we got expelled from school for stealing that car.”

      Lauren’s eyes widened. “You stole a car?”

      “No.” Jake shook his head, firm. “I did not steal a car.”

      “He only ‘kind of’ stole a car,” I corrected with air quotes. “It’s a great story. Jake comes off looking really good in it.”

      “Fine,” Jake barked, his eyes on fire. “I will tell you something to shut you up.”

      I smiled, happy in a battle well won. “Great. What do you have?”

      “The owner of the apartment complex, one Jim Bridges, has gone missing.”

      I stilled. That wasn’t the sort of information I expected. “Seriously?”

      Jake stared at me. “Seriously.”

      “What do you make of that?”

      “Nothing so far. He lived in the building and he might have relocated to a place he didn’t share. Your guess is as good as mine, but it doesn’t feel right to me.”

      Definitely not. There was something strange going on, and maybe more than I’d initially thought. “Well, like you said, I’m on vacation. It’s nothing more than interesting gossip.”

      “Yeah, right,” Eliot and Jake said in unison, causing me to frown.

      “I’m being honest. I’m enjoying my vacation and don’t miss work at all.”

      “You are the worst liar ever, Trouble.” Eliot kissed my forehead. “I’ll be watching you for the rest of the week. You’d better start preparing now.”

      Uh-oh. That didn’t sound good. I would have to come up with a plan to distract him, and fast.
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      I thought the most difficult portion of lunch was behind us until Maggie decided to delve into something a bit deeper ... and more uncomfortable for everyone.

      “I’m confused by the relationships here.”

      I wiped the corners of my mouth with my napkin and pushed my plate away while hoping that Eliot would either distract her or shut her down.

      “What do you mean?” Eliot asked, grabbing the lone remaining french fry from my plate and popping it into his mouth. “What relationships?”

      “Well, for starters, Avery seems to have a relationship with Jake.”

      Uh-oh. There was no way this could end well.

      “They grew up together,” Eliot explained, choosing his words carefully. “They were kids in the same town.”

      “That’s all?” Maggie arched an eyebrow, unconvinced. “It seems like more than that. There’s a closeness between them that seems somehow bigger than what you’re describing.”

      Oh, well, now she was just causing problems to be a pain. I was looking forward to family dinner because she reminded me so much of my mother that I thought there was a legitimate chance the world would end when the devils met each other. That would be too much evil energy for one room to contain and the Earth would explode.

      “Avery and I dated when we were kids,” Jake supplied. “We were tight when we were younger, dated when we were teenagers and then broke up around the time we went to college.”

      “I see.” Maggie’s tone told me she didn’t see. She was clearly about to make things worse, if that was even possible. “And what about you and Eliot?”

      “What about Eliot and me?” Jake asked blankly. “I can guarantee we never dated.”

      “Definitely not,” Eliot agreed.

      “Only because there would be too much hair product in your master bathroom,” I teased.

      Eliot poked my side. “Don’t make things worse. This is already going off the rails.”

      He was right. Still, I was notorious for making things worse, so I didn’t see why I should break my streak now. “Are you sure? I can start pulling hair and then run. It might be better than what’s coming.”

      “I’m sure.” Eliot squeezed my knee under the table. He looked more resigned than upset. “As for Jake and me, we served together overseas.”

      Maggie knit her eyebrows. “You mean ... when you were in the military?”

      “Yes.” Eliot nodded. “We were in the same unit.”

      “Were you friends?”

      “We were ... comrades.” Eliot was clearly uncomfortable with the question as he shifted in his chair and stared blankly at the wall behind Jake’s head.

      “We were friends,” Jake added, taking me by surprise with his fortitude. “It wasn’t always easy and there were short tempers for a time, but we were fairly close. I considered him my brother when I was over there. I trusted him with my life.”

      “So ... were you friends before Eliot and Avery got together?” Maggie was having trouble puzzling it all out. “Did you introduce them because you thought they would be good together?”

      “Absolutely not.” Jake immediately started shaking his head, catching himself when it was already too late. “I mean ... no. Avery and Eliot met on their own.”

      “And it doesn’t bother you that they’re together?”

      Jake was put off by the question. “Is it getting hot in here?”

      I risked a glance at Lauren and found her watching the exchange with overt curiosity. I had to intercede and halt this conversation before it started causing damage to a relationship that wasn’t yet strong enough to survive an explosion.

      “Eliot and I already told you how we met,” I reminded her, adopting a measured tone that didn’t fit the tightness in my chest. “I visited his store because I needed a gun, and things grew from there.”

      “A gun that he had to be crazy to sell you,” Jake groused.

      “Hey! Have I shot anyone with that gun?”

      “Do you even know where that gun is?” Eliot challenged. “You couldn’t remember when we were moving.”

      Jake’s eyebrows twitched upward. “You forgot where you put the gun?”

      “No.” I totally forgot I even owned that gun until Eliot asked about it in the middle of moving. There was no way I would own up to that, though. “I knew where it was the whole time.”

      “Where was it?” Eliot asked.

      “My Aragorn cookie jar.”

      “Not to be confused with the Darth Vader cookie jar or the Han Solo stein big enough to hold a full package of cookies,” Eliot muttered.

      “I have a system,” I shot back.

      “Just out of curiosity, why wouldn’t you put it in the Han Solo stein?” Lauren asked, catching me off guard. “He was the only one of that trio who used a gun.”

      “Yes, but I figured that was too obvious in case someone broke in,” I replied. “Aragorn was the more measured fighter, so he made the most sense.”

      “I’m dying to hear how this works in your head,” Jake drawled.

      “It’s easy.” I fixed him with an even stare. “Darth Vader is evil, so you wouldn’t trust him with a gun. Sure, he tries to make up for all the bad stuff he’s done at the end, but he was still evil and had impulse control problems. You don’t want him watching the gun.”

      “Even if it’s a ceramic him,” Eliot offered helpfully, forcing me to ignore him.

      “Han Solo is obviously my favorite. He’s aces with a blaster, but he’s also hotheaded and tends to fly off the handle,” I continued. “Anyone who knows me recognizes he’s my favorite, so it seemed too obvious for a hiding place.”

      “So, that leaves Aragorn,” Lauren mused, clearly intrigued by the game. “That makes a lot of sense.”

      “He was a leader for the ages,” I agreed.

      “Is it any wonder I love you?” Eliot teased as he draped an arm around my shoulders and chuckled. “The fact that you gave it that much thought is ... baffling.”

      I sagely tapped my temple. “No one will find it there.”

      “They definitely won’t,” Eliot agreed. “Mostly because I took that gun out of the cookie jar and put it in the gun case.”

      I was outraged. At least, well, kind of outraged. “You stole my gun?”

      “You haven’t touched that gun since I showed you how to use it,” Eliot pointed out. “And, say what you want, I know that you had no idea where that gun was when we moved.”

      “You know that for a fact?”

      “You told me.”

      That sounded nothing like me. “I think you’re making that up.”

      “And I think you’re trying to save face,” Eliot said. “As for the gun, if you need it, it’s in the gun safe. You know the combination.”

      I didn’t believe that was true, but it was hardly important given our current predicament. In fact, it was probably best that I not know how to get into the gun safe while Eliot’s mother was staying with us. “Good to know.”

      “Yes, this is a fascinating conversation,” Maggie agreed. “But back to my original line of questioning. Do none of you find this little arrangement weird? I mean ... Jake is Avery’s ex-boyfriend and Eliot’s friend. You’ve both ... shared ... the same woman. Eliot was never great at sharing when he was a kid, so I can’t figure out how he manages to do it as an adult.”

      “He’s much better at it now,” I offered. “He doesn’t even put up a fight when I try to eat the entire bag of dill pickle chips by myself.”

      “That’s because those things are disgusting,” Eliot offered. “You smell like rancid brine when you’re done eating them.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating.”

      “And I think you keep avoiding the obvious question.” Maggie stared us down. “Is no one uncomfortable with this arrangement?”

      Lauren cautiously raised her hand, causing my stomach to twist. I selected her as a girlfriend for Jake because she didn’t seem the jealous sort. His previous girlfriend was crazy jealous, to the point she essentially started stalking us. Not only did I like Lauren personally, I thought she was even-tempered enough to make an odd quadrangle comfortable for all parties concerned. Apparently I was wrong.

      “I thought you said you were fine with my past with Avery?” Jake asked, his tone edgy.

      “I am fine with that,” Lauren said hurriedly. “I’m uncomfortable with Mrs. Kane attempting to implode Eliot’s relationship with Avery by trying to put a wedge between all three of you.”

      I was dumbfounded by her response. Apparently, so was Maggie.

      “Excuse me?” Maggie was ballsy enough to sound offended. I was impressed with the effort. “I’m doing nothing of the sort.”

      “I minored in psychology,” Lauren countered smoothly. “I thought about making it my major, but I enjoyed public policy so much I switched gears junior year. I understand a bit about the human brain.”

      “Oh, that’s awesome.” Eliot perked up. “Can you explain why Avery insists on working even though she’s on vacation? I can’t wrap my head around it.”

      Lauren nodded without hesitation. “She has FOMO.”

      “Did she just explain something?” Eliot asked, inclining his head toward Jake.

      “FOMO,” Lauren repeated. “It’s shorthand for fear of missing out. It’s a real thing. Avery is afraid someone else will stumble across a big story, and because she takes great pride in doing her job, she’s naturally terrified her worst fears will come true.”

      “My worst fear is that I’ll somehow end up stranded in the ocean with the Jaws shark circling,” I argued.

      “I think that’s unlikely.” Lauren’s smile was kind. “It’s conceivable that someone will break a big story while you’re out of the office. You like being the center of attention in both your professional and personal lives, so it’s only natural that you can’t let go of what you see as a story with great potential.”

      “That’s why she’s fixated on the mobsters,” Eliot mused.

      “I’m not fixated on mobsters,” I barked.

      Eliot pretended he didn’t hear me. “That makes a lot of sense. You’re good.”

      Lauren beamed at him. “Thank you.”

      “I think it’s nonsense,” Maggie snapped, causing me to cringe because my initial reaction was to agree with her. We’d finally found something we agreed upon and I wasn’t at all happy about the source.

      “You don’t have to believe me,” Lauren supplied reasonably. “In fact, given your personality type, it’s normal for you not to believe me.”

      Maggie was on edge. “And what personality type is that?”

      “You’re Type A, with a penchant for manipulation and melodrama,” Lauren replied easily. “I believe something else is going on and you’re trying to take advantage of this situation to bring Eliot around to your way of thinking.”

      “She wants Eliot to move back home with her,” I said.

      “No way.” Jake was firm as he shook his head. “Eliot needs to stay here. He’s the only one in the county who can handle Avery. She’s much mellower than she was even a year ago, which is terrifying because she’s still a nightmare when she wants to be.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I sniffed.

      “You would.” Jake made a wry face. “Eliot can’t leave, though.”

      “I’m not leaving.” Eliot waved off the suggestion with a hand flip. “I’ve told my mother that. She doesn’t seem to believe me.”

      “I have not brought up that awful subject since last night,” Maggie complained.

      “You brought it up twice at the mall,” Eliot shot back. “And again now.”

      “Not really,” Maggie pressed. “I’m simply pointing out that Avery and Jake seem close. That might be uncomfortable for you down the line if they decide to get together.”

      “Oh, that won’t happen,” Jake said at the same time I snorted. “Avery is one of the few people in this world who I know will always be in my life. Our relationship isn’t the same as it was when we were kids. We don’t ... gel ... that way any longer.”

      “You say that now but might change your mind down the road,” Maggie persisted.

      “We really won’t,” I promised.

      “Definitely not,” Jake agreed. “Besides, Avery loves Eliot. It was weird for me to acknowledge it even though I saw their relationship growing from the start. They fit together. Eliot has more patience than a normal man. He can take all the weird stuff Avery does and not complain about it. Heck, he told me just the other day that he finds it adorable when she purposely tries to irritate the world … and often succeeds. If you ask me, that means they belong together.”

      I cast Eliot a sidelong look. “Did you really say that?”

      Eliot nodded. “Yes. I didn’t expect Jake to repeat it, but I said it.”

      “That’s kind of sweet.”

      “It’s kind of embarrassing,” Eliot countered, rubbing the back of his neck. “It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done. As for you, Mother, I’ll put up with only so much before I crack. I warned you about that when you tried to set me up with the woman giving away bourbon chicken samples at the food court.”

      I snapped my head toward Maggie. “What?”

      “Don’t worry. I barely looked at her twice and only ate two pieces of chicken.” Eliot snickered as I scowled. “Is it wrong that I get a little thrill whenever you get jealous?”

      “Definitely,” Jake said. “As for the other stuff, we hashed this out a long time ago. Eliot and I are friends. Avery and I are friends with the occasional migraine attached for good measure. Everyone is happy with how things turned out.”

      Maggie obviously wasn’t happy with his answer, but she was in no position to put up an argument. “Well, I guess you know best.”

      Eliot looked amused as he met my gaze. “It’s a Coney Island miracle.”

      I couldn’t help but agree as I flicked my eyes to Lauren. “So, do you want to meet my mother and psychoanalyze her?”

      Lauren’s smile was pleasant. “Sure. I’ve heard your family is one big psych experiment. I’d love to meet them.”

      “I’ll arrange it.”

      

      JAKE TOOK A MOMENT to pull me away from everyone else while Eliot paid the bill and waited for his mother to visit the restroom. His expression was sober when he met my gaze.

      “I didn’t do anything,” I protested automatically.

      Jake feigned patience. “Did I say you did something?”

      “No, but you have your ‘I’m about to be a pain in your butt’ face in place.”

      “I have no such face.”

      “Do you really want to argue about that when Maggie will be back to give us grief any second?”

      Jake tilted his head to the side, considering. “Good point. I actually pulled you aside for a reason.”

      “I figured.”

      “I want you to stay away from the mobsters you’ve been chasing.”

      Whatever I expected him to say, that wasn’t it. “What makes you think I’ve been chasing mobsters?”

      “Because I know you,” Jake replied, unruffled when I started to protest. “Don’t. We have very little time to deal with this. I know you’ve been digging — and probably hard. You were spotted on the other side of Mount Clemens with Andre Melvin earlier this afternoon. I want you to promise me you’ll let it go.”

      I was too busy running the name “Andre Melvin” through my head to completely listen to what Jake was saying. “Is that his last name? He would never tell me. He always said he had one name ... like Cher. I’m so going to tease him about this.”

      “No, you’re going to stay away from him,” Jake ordered.

      That wasn’t likely. Andre had turned into one heck of a source the past few months and there was no way I was going to simply forget that. “Fine. I won’t see him.” Of course, arguing with Jake in the middle of a restaurant was a waste of time. I had other things to deal with. “Is that all?”

      “No.” Jake shook his head. “I know Eliot is giving you grief about going after the mob — he thinks it’s funny because he doesn’t think you’re really on to something — but it’s not funny.”

      Hmm. That meant I really was on to something. Jake wouldn’t warn me away unless there was a chance I would muck up an ongoing investigation. “I haven’t been digging all that deep,” I said after a beat. “With Maggie here, I don’t have time to attack this story like I normally would. You don’t need to worry.”

      “Oh, I’m worried,” Jake groused. “I know you. Now that you think there’s more here you’ll find a way to dig until you either find answers or China.”

      “I would never dig that long,” I said dryly. “I hate manual labor.”

      “Don’t be cute.” Jake extended a warning finger. “You need to let this go no matter how much it hurts. This isn’t the story for you.”

      Was he kidding? That only made me want to abandon my vacation and start chasing mobsters. “I’m on vacation,” I reminded him. “I couldn’t dig even if I wanted to.”

      “Yeah, well, you’d better remember what you just said, because if I catch you playing in this particular sandbox I’ll tell Eliot that you were hanging out with Andre this afternoon,” Jake warned. “I know for a fact that he asked you not to spend time with that guy.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “How do you think?”

      Wow! He and Eliot were getting even chummier than I’d realized. “I’m not going to keep chasing this,” I lied, making my mind up on the spot. There was no way I could give up this story now. There was definitely something to it. Not only that, there was definitely a chance that I was the only one who realized there was a story here. That would make it all the sweeter when I broke it. “I’m on vacation. I promise. You have my word.”

      Jake relaxed, though only marginally. “Good. I was looking forward to a quiet week with you on vacation. I would like to make sure I actually get it for a change.”

      “No worries. I’m backing off.”

      “That will be a nice change of pace.”
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      We’d driven separately so I wasn’t surprised to find Eliot pacing in front of the house when I arrived. His mother was nowhere in sight — which I considered a good thing — and decided to cut off whatever argument he was about to launch with a perfectly tailored distraction.

      “So, how fun is Lauren?” I kept my documents clutched flat against my chest and bobbed my head to show Eliot my enthusiasm. “Didn’t you love how she psychoanalyzed your mother and got us off the hook?”

      Eliot stopped pacing long enough to look me up and down. His expression was hard to read, which was unusual for me these days. Somehow — and I still wasn’t altogether certain exactly how and when it had happened — I’d become capable of reading Eliot almost as well as I read myself.

      As a borderline narcissist, I didn’t know what to make of it.

      “Is that what you really want to talk about?” Eliot finally asked.

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “That depends on what you want to talk about. If you’re going to focus on something annoying I’d much rather talk about Lauren.”

      Eliot’s expression was dubious. “I’m going to give you a hint, okay? I don’t want to talk about Lauren.”

      I blinked several times as I steeled myself for a turn in the conversation that I was positive I would dislike.

      “Fine.” I exhaled heavily enough that my bangs fluttered. “I think Lauren is going to be a gem. She’s a welcome addition to our lives. I’m dying to introduce her to my mother.”

      “You would be excited about that,” Eliot muttered, his hair standing on end thanks to constant hand rakes. “I want to talk about us.”

      Something about the way he said it made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. “Wait ... if you’re about to tell me that you’re ending this so you can take off and head out of state with your mother, I should warn you that I don’t take rejection very well.”

      “Is that what you think I’m going to tell you?”

      “No. I think you’re going to squawk at me for abandoning you to your mother’s whims all afternoon. Before you even start on that, I want to remind you that she’s your mother and you have to occasionally deal with her because that’s how the world works. I have to deal with my mother. Nobody likes it, but it is necessary.”

      Eliot’s face remained impassive except for a faint twitch of his lips. “I see.”

      “I’m sorry if that upsets you, but I’ve got a heightened sense of survival,” I continued. “I also think you’re irritated because you think I’m working even though I’m on vacation. I maintain that’s not true.”

      “Oh, really?” Eliot folded his arms over his chest, his expression promising this conversation wouldn’t end soon, no matter how much I whined. “How is that not true?”

      “I’m merely putting together a puzzle. I’m not writing stories and filing them. I’m not giving this investigation my full attention. I’m trying to put the pieces together. Some people consider jigsaw puzzles hobbies.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “That’s not the only thing you’re angry about. You’re also agitated because of what went down with Tad this afternoon,” I offered. I’d gone this far, so there was no point in trying to find an escape hatch. “You’re stuck between wanting to hunt him down and kill him or backing off because it’s what I asked you to do and you don’t want to seem overbearing. Because you fancy yourself a good boyfriend — and you really are — you find the urge to hurt Tad overwhelming. You’re considering taking off to hunt him down despite the fact that you’d risk a war doing it.”

      Amused, Eliot’s lips quirked as he shook his head. “I see. Is that what you really think I want to talk to you about?”

      I nodded without hesitation. “Yes. You can’t stop yourself from being worried because that’s who you are.”

      Eliot heaved out a sigh. “I hate it that you’re occasionally good at figuring out emotions,” he lamented. “Most of the time you’re too caught up in yourself to focus on others, but every once in a while you take me by surprise.”

      “That’s by design.”

      Eliot grinned as he held out a hand, waiting for me to take it and give him a good squeeze before continuing. “I am upset about the Tad situation. I know you think he’s harmless, but I think there’s going to come a day when you take things too far and he won’t be able to stop himself from going after you.”

      “He’s not brave enough for that.”

      “It’s not about bravery. It’s about being mentally unbalanced. He will snap and lash out at some point. I worry that I won’t be there when it happens.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “Yes, well, like you said ... I want to be the best boyfriend in the world. I want to make sure he doesn’t hurt you.”

      “He won’t hurt me.”

      “You seem sure of that and yet ... it doesn’t matter.” Eliot changed course midway through the statement. “Tad is an argument for another time. I’m more worried about you and the mobsters.”

      I was taken aback. “Why would you possibly be worried about that?”

      “You have a tendency to attract bad people.”

      “You’re not a bad person.”

      “No, but I could have been,” Eliot persisted. “You didn’t know who you were dealing with when you strolled into the pawnshop. I could’ve been a very bad guy and taken advantage of you. You trusted me right from the start.”

      “Trust is a bit of an exaggeration,” I countered. “I did believe you were probably trustworthy. I’m not sure why, but I sensed something about you. If you hadn’t been trustworthy I would’ve figured that out long ago — much closer to when we met — and you would still be crying because of the punishment I would have doled out.”

      Eliot pressed his lips together. I could tell he was trying to keep from laughing.

      “I trusted you because I could,” I continued. “I recognized who and what you were almost from the very start. I was right about you. I’m often right about people.”

      “You’re sometimes wrong,” Eliot pointed out. “You’ve been wrong a few times, and you almost paid a terrible price because of it.”

      I wanted to argue the point, but there was very little chance I could win, so I let it go. “Yes, well, I’m right more often than I’m wrong.”

      “I guess.” Eliot rolled his neck. “I don’t want you digging into this if your victim really is tied to organized crime. I know you were playing it off — and even Jake to some extent — but I saw you guys talking before we left the restaurant. I’m pretty sure I know what you were talking about.”

      “Yes, Jake thinks your mother is as annoying as I do.”

      “Ha, ha.” Eliot flicked me between my eyebrows. “Don’t try covering. I know he was warning you to keep out of trouble. I also know that his warning fired you up. You can’t stop yourself from getting involved with things like this because you want to win. I’m warning you right now, I don’t think you can win this one.”

      “Shut your filthy mouth! I can always win.”

      Eliot’s smirk was back. “I’m serious. If Jay Truman really was part of the mob — and Jake seemed to indicate that at lunch — then you’re already in over your head.”

      I pictured Phil and The Domino Club, silently wondering if he was right, and then pushed the notion out of my head. “I’m on vacation. You don’t need to worry about me pushing this one too far.”

      “I wish that were true.”

      “It is true.”

      “The sad thing is, in your head, I think you really mean that,” Eliot complained. “I know you better than you do yourself. I don’t think you’re capable of letting it go.”

      I narrowed my eyes, impressed. “You just worded that as a challenge.”

      “Did I?” Eliot was suddenly innocent as he avoided my gaze and looked over my shoulder. “I don’t believe that was my intention, but if you say so.”

      I wanted to punch him ... hard. “You can’t manipulate me into doing something simply because you make it a challenge.”

      “I know that. You would never be so easily swayed.”

      “Right. However, I could totally stop looking for answers whenever I want. I’m not controlled by anything, including my own impulses.”

      “I’m sure that’s true.” Eliot used a placating tone that he reserved for when I was ranting about something my co-workers did and he couldn’t be bothered to care.

      “It is true,” I barked.

      “Uh-huh. I believe you.” The dismissive way he treated the conversation was enough to set my teeth on edge. I knew exactly what he was doing. He was trying to play to my innate need to always win. It wasn’t going to work this time. I wouldn’t allow it.

      “I’m done talking to you.” I held up my hand so I wouldn’t have to look at his face. That stupid face, with all the chiseled lines and handsome features, was always my weakness. “In fact ... .”

      Whatever I was going to say died on my lips when Maggie raced through the front door and scurried down the front walkway, not stopping until she was next to Eliot and gripping his arm.

      “What’s wrong?” Eliot asked, trying to extricate himself from his mother’s iron grip. “Why are you all worked up?”

      “There’s a man in your yard,” Maggie hissed.

      “What?”

      “There’s a man in your yard,” Maggie repeated, her eyes wide and wild. “He’s swimming in the pool. Call the police!”

      It took me much longer than it should have to catch up to what Maggie was saying. “Wait ... there’s a man swimming in our pool?”

      “Yes.” Maggie’s eyes were fearful. “I think he’s on drugs or something. He might even be a rapist.”

      “Why do you think that?” Eliot asked, digging for his phone.

      “He’s naked!”

      Something clicked into place and I lifted my eyes to snag Eliot’s gaze. “Oh, crap!”

      Instead of typing 911 into his phone and calling for help, Eliot pocketed his cell and fixed me with a furious look. “I thought you were going to talk to him about this.”

      “I did. He doesn’t listen.”

      “Well, he’s going to listen this time.” Eliot strode toward the front door. “I’m putting my foot down.”

      “Wait, you know who’s out there?” Maggie was flustered. “Who is it?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I answered, weariness momentarily overtaking me as I trudged behind Eliot. “We’ll take care of it. This isn’t the first time we’ve had to deal with this particular problem.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No.”

      “My condolences.”

      “Yes, well, I might need your condolences before this is all said and done.”

      

      SURE ENOUGH, WE FOUND Grandpa backstroking lazily in the pool. He was buck naked, his privates pointed at the sky, and he didn’t appear bothered in the least when Eliot stormed through the back sliding glass doors.

      “Where have you guys been?” Grandpa asked, barely looking up. “I expected you to be here hours ago.”

      “We were in Mount Clemens,” I answered, lowering myself to my favorite Restoration Hardware lounger while Grandpa continued to swim. All of his bits were on display, but I was adept at avoiding the spectacle. Years of practice had given me a competitive edge in this particular event. It was a talent I’d perfected throughout the years because my grandfather was something of a nudist. He enjoyed little more than a naked swim ... and naked walk through his yard ... and naked barbecuing … and even naked lawn mowing that one time his service didn’t show up. There was no other way to put it. The man hated clothing. He would’ve been better off living on one of those islands where clothes weren’t part of societal norms. He would’ve fit in better there.

      “What were you doing in Mount Clemens?” Grandpa asked.

      “Lunch. Also, I pulled documents on Sandusky Sanitation. What do you remember about them?” I started flipping through the documents I’d collected as Eliot shot me an incredulous look.

      “I thought you were going to work with me to oust your grandfather from the pool?” Eliot challenged. “Isn’t that what we agreed upon in the front yard?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “I don’t remember getting that far,” I admitted. “You just said you would handle the situation, and here we are.”

      “Well ... I’m going to handle the situation.” Eliot turned a set of serious eyes to Grandpa. “You need to get out of our pool.”

      Grandpa stared at him for a long moment and then burst out laughing. “I like you even though you have long hair like those hippie peaceniks who were all the rage. They were against war and for love. I mean ... what a bunch of morons.”

      I ignored the irate look Eliot burned me with. “I happen to agree. I prefer a good war.”

      “Oh, really?” Eliot made a face. “I’m so glad that we decided to make our future together, in that case.”

      “I happen to enjoy the love part, too. It’s just that the war part is often unforgettable … and it gets my motor running for the love part.”

      “Well, at least you have a reason.”

      I did indeed. “Seriously, Grandpa, what do you remember about Sandusky Sanitation?”

      “I thought you were giving this up,” Eliot complained as he abandoned his station next to the pool and joined me on the lounger. He pushed me forward so he could sit behind me, placing a leg on either side, and then pulled me back against his chest so we could look over the documents together. “We just talked about this in the front yard. You said you were going to give up looking and I said you weren’t capable of doing it. Who was right?”

      “You were trying to manipulate me and we both know it.”

      “I know nothing of the sort.”

      “Whatever.” I rolled my neck. “Sandusky Sanitation, Grandpa,” I prodded to remind him we were in the middle of a conversation. “What do you remember, other than Jay Truman used to come into the restaurant from time to time?”

      “I don’t know what you want me to tell you, kid.” Grandpa stroked to the side of the pool and rested his arms on the concrete so he could watch us. “Why are you so interested in all of this?”

      “Because something else is going on. Jake pretty much admitted it during lunch.”

      “Is this like when you were seventeen and you told the cops you saw Bigfoot on your way to work?” Grandpa asked dubiously. “You were convinced by their reactions that Bigfoot was real and they were participating in a grand government cover-up.”

      “I haven’t been proven wrong on that.”

      “You haven’t been proven right either,” Grandpa pointed out, pushing his thinning hair back from his forehead as he regarded us. “As for Sandusky Sanitation, I have quite a few stories. Roger Whitaker, for example, swears up and down that Madge Sinclair once called the company in the middle of the night because she killed her husband and needed quick and efficient body disposal. He lived next door, and said the truck showed up at midnight, took the body, and that Henry Sinclair was never heard from again.”

      “I remember Madge Sinclair.” I tapped my bottom lip as I considered the story. “She was unbearable. Her husband probably left her.”

      “That’s what I said, but Roger was insistent that Madge killed him and that Sandusky Sanitation handled the body removal.”

      I wanted to disregard the entire story, but the odds of Sandusky Sanitation having mob ties and never disposing of a body seemed rather slim. “What else have you heard?”

      “How much time do you have?” Grandpa challenged.

      “We have all night.”

      “You have one hour,” Eliot corrected, firm. “I’m not going to let you spend the entire night gossiping with your naked grandfather. You have one hour — and only because I’m going to be grilling steaks for dinner and we’ll be out here anyway.”

      “Steaks, huh?” Grandpa brightened considerably. “That sounds good. Please tell me you’ve got potatoes and corn, too. It’s not a steak without potatoes and corn.”

      “I don’t believe we invited you for dinner,” Eliot pointed out.

      Grandpa snorted, as if Eliot was the funniest person in the world and had just told a hilarious joke. “You make me laugh, long hair. I think you missed your calling. You should be a comedian.”

      Eliot rolled his eyes until they landed on me. “I blame you for telling him where we live.”

      “I warned you when we bought this place that we shouldn’t have that housewarming party. I believe this one is on you.”

      “I guess.” Eliot absently moved his hands to my neck and started massaging. “Well, since we’re all here and not doing anything until I start dinner, why don’t you tell us what you know about Sandusky Sanitation? It can’t hurt to have a bit more information.”

      Grandpa beamed. “Gladly.”

      Maggie picked that moment to appear on the patio. “So ... we’re just ignoring the fact that there’s a naked man in the pool? Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “Pretty much,” Eliot confirmed. “You can go inside if you’re offended.”

      “I think I’m about out of things to be offended about,” Maggie replied, throwing herself in one of the other loungers as she shook her head in Grandpa’s direction. “Let’s talk about the mobsters instead. It can’t possibly be any worse than the other things we’ve talked about.”

      “I like your style.” Grandpa winked at Maggie. “Who doesn’t want to focus on mobsters?”

      Maggie raised her hand. “Me. I was being facetious.”

      “Then you should practice your delivery.” Grandpa’s expression was wry as he focused on me. “So, I’ll start at the beginning unless you want to focus on specific people.”

      “No, start at the beginning,” I encouraged. “I want to hear it all.”

      “Somehow I knew you’d say that.”
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      Grandpa stayed through dinner, somehow charming Maggie into enjoying his presence. By the end of the evening, she was laughing at his jokes and was much more relaxed than she had been since arriving in Michigan.

      I always thought my grandfather had a certain way about him, a charm I tried to emulate, but he was even more impressive than I’d realized. In fact, he was a master.

      Maggie was almost giddy when she turned in, which allowed Eliot and me to sleep hard. When I woke the next morning, I found him staring at his phone rather than focusing on me. I didn’t take that as a good sign.

      “Please tell me that the world isn’t about to end,” I muttered, pushing my hair out of my eyes as I rolled to rest my chin on his shoulder. “I thought things were getting better.”

      “The world isn’t ending,” Eliot supplied. “You’re not going to like what I’m about to tell you, though.”

      Uh-oh. I sensed danger. “What’s the problem?”

      “Well, it’s nothing to get too worked up over.”

      I didn’t believe him. He was clearly holding something back. “So, what? Are we talking minor power outage or zombie apocalypse?”

      Eliot chuckled. “Neither. It’s just ... I have to go into work for a bit. The security cameras at the sheriff’s department are down. Well, two of them are down. They can’t function without all five because they’re in the jail and it will be bad if an incident happens and they’re not covered. I have to head over there and fix them.”

      “Oh, well, that’s not terrible.”

      “No.”

      It took a few minutes for my morning-muddled mind to figure out the obvious problem with Eliot’s schedule change. “Wait a second ... .”

      “Like you said, it won’t take long.” Eliot feigned cheeriness. “In fact, I think it’ll be a good thing. This will give you and Mom a chance to spend some quality time together, just like the time I got to spend with her yesterday.”

      Oh, geez. This was my payback. I thought I’d gotten away clean, but Eliot obviously had other ideas. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “I didn’t think going to the mall without you yesterday was a good idea. I survived.”

      “Yes, but she’s your mother.”

      “But one of the reasons for her visit is to get to know you. This will give you a chance to accomplish that goal. It’s kind of like divine intervention. You know, meant to be and all that.”

      That sounded like the worst idea ever. “She doesn’t like me.”

      “She doesn’t know you.”

      “Fine. She’s predisposed to dislike me.”

      “That may be true — and I’ve tried talking to her about it and I think she’s loosening up — but you can handle her.” Eliot was serious as he regarded me. “She doesn’t want to like you, but I’m fairly certain she’ll have no choice once the dust settles.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because I love you.”

      I wanted to remain strong, chilly even. Instead, I melted like a piece of chocolate left in front of the fireplace. “Oh, man. That’s hitting below the belt.”

      “I know.” Eliot leaned over and pressed his lips to my forehead. “She’s difficult. She’s always been that way. I guess I’d hoped she would’ve grown during my time away.”

      “She’s not that bad,” I argued, giving in and trying to ease his misery. “My mother is worse.”

      “Your mother is a known commodity. As much as she irritates you, your mother is nice to me.”

      “That’s because she sees you as her last shot of marrying me off. In her world, the longer I’m not married the more embarrassing I am to her. She doesn’t get the whole female empowerment thing.”

      Eliot’s laugh was so effusive it caused me to relax, though only marginally. “I guess that’s fair. Still, I want my mother to at least understand why we’re together.”

      “I’m not sure she’s ready for that. She’s had a specific dream for a long time, and that involved you going home with her. She has to recognize this is your home before she can move forward.”

      “No, she has to recognize you are my home,” Eliot corrected. “As much as I enjoy this area — and I do — I could settle someplace else if it became necessary. You would have to be there with me, though.”

      That was an interesting way to phrase it. “Are you trying to get lucky this morning before you go? If so, that was a nice start.”

      “It’s the truth.” Eliot was matter-of-fact. “You’re my home now, so my mother will simply have to suck it up. I think she will if you manage to soften her up a bit.”

      “I’m not really good at softening people up,” I reminded him. “In fact, I tend to do the exact opposite. I’m great at making people hate me. Loving me is a different story.”

      “I think you’re selling yourself short.”

      “And I think you’re blind to my shortcomings.”

      “Not even close.” Eliot kissed the tip of my nose and pulled me close for a hug. “Ultimately it doesn’t matter. You’re going to be stuck with my mother today. I hope you manage to find a way to survive.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I feel tricked. I’m not quite sure why I feel that way, but I totally do.”

      “You’ll survive.” Eliot gave me another kiss and then rolled out of bed. “I have an hour before I have to be at the sheriff’s department. If you promise to be quick and not insist on foreplay, you can shower with me.”

      Disgust eased over my face. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I’m serious. I thought you might like some stress relief before spending the day with my mother.”

      Ugh. He knew exactly where to hit me. “Fine.” I followed him toward the bathroom. “I might be a little mean, though. I’m just warning you now.”

      “That sounds exciting.”

      “Then you don’t understand what I’m saying.”

      “No. I understand. It’s like Fifty Shades of Grey.”

      “More like The Hunger Games.”

      “Am I supposed to know what that means?”

      “No, but you’ll figure it out pretty quickly.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      

      I HAD NO IDEA HOW to entertain Maggie without Eliot around to serve as a buffer, so instead of dealing with her pouty countenance, I spread out the documents I received from the clerk’s office the previous day on the kitchen table and decided to look through them chronologically.

      Maggie wasn’t happy when Eliot informed her that he was leaving. She put up a fight so fierce I almost felt sorry for Eliot. That feeling lasted only until he gleefully pointed his mother in my direction and then disappeared through the front door with nary a wave goodbye.

      The look Maggie graced me with was straight out of a bad chick flick comedy about poorly behaved mothers-in-law, so I wisely opted to leave her to entertain herself — she had a book she carried around, after all — and I focused on the documents.

      Our arrangement worked for exactly thirty minutes, until Maggie got tired of sighing in the other room and decided to join me.

      “What are you looking at?”

      I briefly glanced up. “It’s the history of Sandusky Sanitation.”

      “And that’s the company owned by the mob?” Maggie lazily picked up a sheet of paper and studied it. “I thought you were supposed to be on vacation.”

      I gritted my teeth to refrain from blowing a gasket. “I am on vacation,” I said after a beat. “That doesn’t mean I can’t look through these documents to see if I come up with something.”

      “What happens if you do?”

      “What happens if I do what?”

      “Come up with something.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re asking.”

      Maggie let loose a sigh that was straight out of the Disappointed Mothers of the Universe Handbook and pinned me with a frustrated look. “What will you do if you find information? It’s not a difficult question. Will you turn it over to another reporter in your office or will you act on it yourself?”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t expected the question. “I honestly don’t know. It depends on when I find the information and how likely anyone else is to stumble across it. There’s always a time element when dealing with the news.”

      “Basically you’re saying that you don’t want to get scooped by another reporter.”

      “I never get scooped by other reporters.”

      “Is that why you’re so fixated on your job?”

      By this point, I figured she was asking questions simply to make conversation. It was clearly a new tactic to see if she could drive me right to the edge of the cliffs of insanity before abandoning ship. “I’m fixated on my job because I happen to like it.”

      “Why?”

      That was a good question. “Because ... I’m good at it. I like digging for information. Most people — especially politicians — are liars. I like figuring out the lies and nailing them for it.”

      “So, you’re a vindictive person and want to pay back those who you believe have wronged you by lying.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      Maggie was so quiet I thought she’d managed to leave the room without alerting me. When I finally glanced back in her direction, I found her smiling. To say the least, I was surprised by her change in demeanor.

      “What?” I was defensive as I glanced over my shoulder. “What are you smiling at?”

      “You.” Maggie took a seat on the other side of the table and studied the sheet of paper in her hand. “I’m starting to understand how you stole Eliot’s heart.”

      “I didn’t steal it.”

      “No?” Maggie tilted her head to the side. “How do you explain how you came together?”

      “I don’t know.” I’d pondered that exact question numerous times. “Maybe it was destiny.”

      “Do you believe in destiny?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer. I didn’t want to come off as schmaltzy. Then again, mothers liked a certain schmaltz factor. “I think it was right for both of us at the time,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “I don’t necessarily think anyone or any thing guided us together, but there was something almost kismet about the way we found each other. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

      “You weren’t looking for anyone when you found him.”

      “Kind of,” I acknowledged. “The only thing I was looking for that day was a way to protect myself. I found much more. Still, it’s not as if we took one look at each other and fell into each other’s arms. It was a more gradual process.”

      “Because of your relationship with the sheriff?”

      “No.”

      “Not even a little?”

      I just knew she was going to bring this up again. “Not really.” I met her gaze without backing down. “I know this is difficult for you to understand, but Jake and I are just friends.”

      “It wasn’t always that way.”

      “No. But it’s that way now.”

      “But ... why? If you’re such good friends, why can’t you make a romance work?”

      “Are you saying you want me to dump your son and go back to Jake? That’s the feeling I’m getting here.”

      “No.” Maggie shook her head as she rested her elbows on the table. “I’m saying that I don’t want my son to end up with a broken heart if you decide you want to be with the sheriff. You clearly love Eliot. It’s written all over your face when you’re together. I can’t help but worry that you love Jake, too.”

      “I do love Jake.” I refused to lie. “I don’t love him like I love Eliot, though. There was a time — and it was long ago — when I loved him in a different way. We went our separate ways. We can be friends. We can never be more than that.”

      “And it doesn’t bother Eliot that you’re still so close with your ex-boyfriend?” Maggie refused to let it go. She was dogged — qualities I liked in myself and hated in her — and she was adamant that we were going to talk about this no matter how uncomfortable I was. “I have to tell you, Eliot was always the jealous sort as a teenager. He liked to fight over the occasional girl.”

      I pursed my lips, surprised. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you saying that he doesn’t care about me as much as he cared about those other women because he doesn’t want to fight?”

      “Not at all.” Maggie vehemently shook her head. “In fact, it’s the exact opposite. Eliot has matured in wonderful ways and he’s a great partner for you.”

      I was officially lost. “So ... what are you saying?”

      “I want my son to be happy.”

      “And you think I can’t make him happy.”

      “No, I think you do make him happy,” Maggie countered. “The problem is, he’s so very attached to you that he’ll end up with a broken heart if you walk away. He isn’t the type to walk away. It’s evident he’s in this until the very end. I’m less certain about you.”

      The statement rankled. “You don’t think I’m committed to Eliot.”

      “I think you’re committed to Eliot now,” Maggie clarified. “I am worried that you’ll take off on a whim. That something will happen to split your attention or cause you to run away with someone else and break my poor boy’s heart.”

      “You’re basically saying you think I’m disloyal and likely to think of myself rather than Eliot.”

      “I don’t know if you’re loyal.” Maggie’s eyes were clear as they locked with mine. “I would like to believe you are because Eliot has great faith in you. I haven’t seen what he clearly sees when he looks at you.”

      “What have I done that’s disloyal?”

      “You abandoned him with me yesterday even though he clearly wanted you to go with us,” Maggie pointed out. “You’ve been working despite being on vacation, something that irritates him. Even knowing he’s irritated, you haven’t backed off. The moment he left you sat down at this table and started digging. That’s not putting him first.”

      Finally, realization dawned. I understood exactly where Maggie was coming from ... and it was a completely annoying place. “You’re not talking about loyalty.”

      “I am. You abandoned him yesterday.”

      “No, that’s not loyalty.” I ran my tongue over my teeth as I picked the correct words to convey my point. If I exploded now there’d be no coming back. “I did abandon Eliot yesterday. I didn’t want to go to the mall. That wasn’t a betrayal. That was self-preservation.”

      “I think we have different definitions for a variety of things.”

      “Maybe,” I conceded. “The problem is, what I hear you saying is that you think I should worship Eliot, not respect him. Those are different things.”

      “I’ve never used the word ‘worship’ in regard to a man in my life.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that you think I should be bowing at his feet whenever he says something,” I argued. “You want me to dote on him — and I do, to some extent, just like he dotes on me — but you want me to give up everything I want in the process. That’s not the foundation for a good relationship. And I can guarantee that’s not what Eliot wants.”

      “What does he want?”

      “A solid give and take. Compromise. Mutual love and respect. That’s what we’ve been working toward the past year.”

      “And yet you still abandoned him.”

      “Just like he abandoned me today,” I pointed out. “He could’ve taken you with him. Instead, he decided to pay me back. I guarantee he’s sitting at the sheriff’s department with Jake right now cackling like an annoying witch. That doesn’t mean he’s disloyal to me. That doesn’t mean he’s choosing his work over me. It simply means we live complicated lives and it’s a balancing act.”

      “But ... that’s not how things worked in my day.”

      “Yes, well, it’s a new world.” I narrowed my eyes as I flicked a glance to the clock on the microwave. “Would you like to visit my world?”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I need to run to the newspaper office. Eliot won’t be happy if I abandon you to do it,” I replied. “Now, I would be fine abandoning you because you’re a bit rigid and your ideals are antiquated. Instead, I’m going to be a big girl and take you with me. That way you can see exactly what I do, and how it’s absolutely no threat to Eliot.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Maggie hedged. “Don’t you think that Eliot will be upset if he finds out you took me with you?”

      “Maybe.” I wasn’t particularly bothered by that prospect. “But it will be fine. Trust me.”

      “Well, if you say so.” To my utter surprise, Maggie brightened. “Are we going to investigate a case?”

      “I’m not a private investigator ... or a cop. We’re going to chase a story.”

      “How is that different?”

      “Honestly? It’s not all that different. I just prefer looking at it that way.”

      “Good enough. Let’s do it.”

      Maggie seemed gung-ho, so I grinned. “Grab your shoes. You’re going to love visiting the newsroom. If you think the people you’ve met so far are interesting, you haven’t seen anything yet.”
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      Maggie insisted on changing her clothes before we left. The look she tossed me when I met her at the front door wearing ragged cutoffs, a well-worn Star Wars shirt and brightly-colored flip-flops was enough to make me smile. Of course, her outfit was laughable. She dressed all in black, as if we were going on a secret ninja mission instead of gearing up to irritate my co-workers. And her high heels were more ridiculous than fashionable.

      “You can’t wear that outfit to work.”

      I glanced down. While it was true I wouldn’t normally wear shredded shorts while working, I’d worn the flip-flops and shirt before. “It will be fine. Remember, I’m on vacation.”

      “But ... they won’t even let you in the building wearing that.”

      “I’ve worn worse.”

      “And you don’t get in trouble?”

      “That’s not important. Sometimes I encourage my co-workers’ disdain. It makes it easier to hate seventy-five percent of them. If they liked me, then I would have to be nice to them ... and no one wants that.”

      Maggie was taken aback. “You’re a complex creature, aren’t you?”

      “I like to think so.” I grabbed my keys from the table by the door. “Just a quick question: Why are you dressed like we’re about to hide in the bushes and spy on some unsuspecting target?”

      “I thought it was best not to stand out.”

      I shrugged. “Fair enough. Let’s head out. Eliot will text when he’s finished. I expect him to drag this out as long as possible as payback, but you never know with him. He allows guilt to creep in at the oddest of times.”

      “Won’t he be angry when he finds out what we’re doing?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Aren’t you worried he’ll blow up and you’ll be forced to fight with him?”

      “No. I’m good at fighting.”

      Maggie tapped her bottom lip, myriad emotions flitting across her features. “You really are a complex person. I don’t understand how I didn’t realize it until now.”

      “Just wait until you see me interact with my boss. It’ll blow your mind.”

      “I’m not going to lie, I’m a bit fearful about how all of this is going to turn out.”

      “It will be fine.” I was mostly convinced that was true. “Trust me. I have everything under control.”

      

      “ARE YOU TRYING to make me crazy?”

      Fish wasn’t nearly as thrilled with my cameo appearance as I’d anticipated. In fact, the face he made when he caught sight of me was downright furious. It was one of those faces people make when they’re desperately trying to escape a straitjacket.

      “Is that any way to greet your favorite employee?” I wasn’t trying to impress Maggie as much as irritate Fish. I’m good at annoying people — and not so good at ingratiating myself with mother types — so it seemed the safer option.

      “You aren’t even on my list of top ten favorites,” Fish groused. “Heck, I put the annoying backshop guy who walks around with that pocket protector that has a fish on it ahead of you.”

      “You’re just saying that because you don’t want to show your real emotions.” I leaned over the side of his cubicle and snagged the notebook he was using to jot down items for the next day’s news budget. “What do you have on the fire?”

      The question threw Fish for a loop. “What do you mean?”

      “The apartment fire. What do you have on it?”

      “Why do you even care?”

      “I’m a concerned citizen.”

      “Why really?”

      Hmm. This was a sticky situation. If I told Fish what I’d discovered regarding Jay Truman he was likely to give the information to another reporter. There was no way he would work with my schedule — I was facing limitations thanks to that stupid vacation I shouldn’t have taken — and I was in no mood to share.

      “I’m merely curious,” I said after a beat. “I was there for the initial story and I want to make sure that whoever you have on it is doing their due diligence. I mean ... a man did die.”

      “Yes, and apparently it was a man everyone hated. That guy was more disliked than Duncan.”

      “Who is Duncan?” Maggie asked, moving closer to me.

      “He’s the office tool,” I replied.

      “I don’t know what that means.” Maggie was perplexed. “What’s a tool?”

      Well, that was a loaded question if I’d ever heard one. “I’ll explain later.” I patted her arm before turning back to Fish. “It doesn’t matter if he was hated. It only matters that he’s dead.”

      “From a fire.”

      I did my best to keep from reacting to the statement. Jake clearly hadn’t sent out a news release informing the media that Jay Truman didn’t die because of the fire. He told me, which was odd on the surface, but he hadn’t told anyone else. Of course, I was on vacation so there was no way I could share that information without allowing someone else to run away with my story. Jake probably realized that. He was unbelievably diabolical when he wanted to be.

      “Still, it’s a big deal,” I pressed, changing tactics. “Families are displaced. Have they released a cause of the fire yet?”

      “I have no idea.” Fish’s gaze drifted to Maggie. “Who are you?”

      “Oh, well ... .” Maggie smoothed her black shirt as she looked to me for an introduction.

      “She’s my sidekick,” I answered. “She’s helping me fight crime while I’m on vacation.”

      “I thought Marvin was your sidekick,” Fish challenged.

      “Only when I need to discover information at a strip club.”

      “And what about that mouthy friend of yours who is pregnant?”

      “She’s my sidekick at coffee houses and lingerie stores,” I answered perfunctorily.

      “And your loopy cousin who keeps getting arrested?”

      “She’s my sidekick for the zombie apocalypse, because no matter how crazy you think she is, she’s a survivor. We’ve already figured out our apocalypse team and which relative we’re going to shoot to distract the zombies while we make our escape.”

      Even though he was clearly agitated by my presence, Fish smiled as he shook his head. “Are you going to shoot your mother?”

      “She’s on the table, but we’re aiming for one of the irregular cousins first. She’s so annoying we figure the zombies will applaud her death and give us a big opening.”

      “Well, it’s good you’ve given this some serious thought.”

      “I agree.” I waited for Fish to volunteer further information, but when he focused his full attention on Maggie I realized I was going to be forced to push him harder. “Where is Marvin? I assume you have him working on the fire. I need to talk to him.”

      “He works nights.”

      “I know. I figured there was a chance you brought him on days in my absence to pick up the slack.”

      Fish slowly shifted his eyes back to me. “Are you insinuating that we can’t get through a week without you?”

      That’s exactly what I was thinking, but Fish made it sound so preposterous I had no choice but to deny the charge. “Of course not.”

      “That’s good. We’re managing just fine without you.”

      “Right.” I didn’t bother to hide my eye roll. “Marvin is handling the fire, right?”

      “No.” Fish shook his head. “After the first day, I gave the story to someone else.”

      I realized I hadn’t bothered to read the newspaper yesterday, which meant I was behind. “Who did you assign it to?”

      “Does it matter?”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. It was as if I sensed things were about to go sideways. “Oh, tell me you didn’t.”

      Fish averted his gaze. “I have work to do, Avery. You shouldn’t even be here. You’re on vacation.”

      I wanted to reach over the cubicle wall, wrap my fingers around his neck and squeeze until I choked the life out of him. “Am I going to have to kill you?”

      Her face blank, Maggie’s gaze bounced between us. “What’s going on? What did I miss?” She sounded excited rather than worried. “Are you going to have a big fight about news space or something?”

      I shot her a look.

      “What?” She held her palms out and shrugged. “I’ve seen a lot of movies about newspapers. I know how things work.”

      “Right.” My fury continued building as I slid my eyes back to Fish. “Tell me you didn’t give this story to Duncan.”

      “Ah, the plot thickens.” Maggie grinned like a kid with a new video game system. “The office tool is going to get in our way, right? How are we going to deal with that?”

      “Seriously, who is this?” Fish was flustered as he found the strength to meet my stare.

      “I’m Maggie Kane.” Maggie extended her hand. “I just love your newsroom. It’s exactly as I pictured it, although there are fewer people buzzing around than I imagined.”

      “We’ve had layoffs,” Fish murmured, shaking his head. “Wait ... Maggie Kane. Are you Eliot’s mother?”

      Maggie happily nodded. “I am. I see you know my son. How is that?”

      “I know him as the angel who somehow lives with Avery and doesn’t kill her,” Fish replied. “Other than that, we’re not really all that close.”

      “Oh, don’t sell yourself short,” I sneered. “We both know you would totally roll that way if Eliot showed you any interest.”

      Fish scowled. “Why are you here? Go away and enjoy your vacation. In fact, I don’t even care if you enjoy your vacation. I simply want you to go away.”

      “If you think I’m leaving now, that shows how little you know me,” I snapped. “Don’t think I’m just going to forget that you haven’t answered my question. You gave my story to Duncan, didn’t you?”

      “First, it’s not your story.” Fish lifted a warning finger. “Second, it’s not my fault that you finally decided to take some vacation days but can’t let the little things go. It’s a fire, for crying out loud. Yes, someone died. It’s hardly the story of the century.”

      He only said that because he didn’t know about the mob connection. Fish was a guy’s guy and would love that gossipy tidbit. I couldn’t share it with him, though. At least not yet.

      “You need to let this go.” Fish adopted a pragmatic tone. “You’re on vacation. You’re supposed to be getting to know Eliot’s mother on a personal level, not dragging her around so you can make your co-workers’ lives miserable.”

      “It’s like you don’t even know me,” I spat. “For crying out loud, how could you give my story to Duncan? That guy couldn’t find his own testicles with a magnifying glass and a flashlight. Do you want to know why? Because they don’t exist. That’s on top of him being lazy and not putting in the work to get to the meat of the story.”

      “Thanks for that,” Duncan said breezily as he strolled behind us and headed toward his desk. “I’m so glad to see you, too, Avery.”

      “Shut up, Duncan.” My anger was on full display. “No one wants to hear your voice.”

      “I think we can say the same about you,” Duncan shot back, abandoning his trip to his cubicle and planting his hands on his narrow hips. He’s thin — like Hollywood star trying to starve himself for an Oscar thin — and he fancies himself attractive. In fact, he thinks he looks like Tom Cruise. That’s neither true nor something that would make him attractive.

      “Don’t even think about starting a fight,” Fish warned, swiveling in his chair so he could eye both of us. “One of the things I was looking forward to most with Avery off this week — other than the quiet, of course — was the fact that I wouldn’t have to hear a ridiculous argument between the two of you. If you’re going to fight anyway, there’s no point in Avery taking off for vacation.”

      “Oh, there’s a point,” Duncan said dryly. “The point is that this place is better off without her.”

      “I see what you mean about him being a tool now,” Maggie offered, lowering her voice to a whisper that absolutely everyone could hear. “He’s definitely a tool. Like ... a screwdriver that doesn’t fit the screw.”

      I had no idea what she meant by that, but I didn’t want to discourage her from annoying Duncan. “That’s exactly right.”

      “Oh, your friend is so witty,” Duncan drawled. “Where did you pick her up? Wait ... I already know the answer. It was at the big-and-dumb store, wasn’t it?”

      “Hey!” Maggie was understandably affronted. “Why would you possibly say that?”

      “Because you called me a tool,” Duncan fired back.

      “I only called you a tool because Avery did,” Maggie argued. “I thought it was a nickname or maybe a term of endearment.”

      “Oh, you did not.” Duncan’s annoyance sparked to the point I was glad we didn’t have gasoline handy to fuel it. “Why are you even here? The newsroom is supposed to be closed to people who aren’t part of the staff.”

      “Is that true?” Maggie looked horrified. “Are we breaking the rules?”

      “Don’t listen to anything he says,” I argued, my eyes drifting to several proof sheets in the photo box at the edge of Fish’s desk. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” I snagged the proof sheets and deftly evaded Fish when he tried to take them from me. “By the way, Duncan, this is Eliot’s mother. I’m looking forward to telling him what you said about her. You know how boys are ridiculously protective of their mothers? You might want to double that for Eliot.”

      That was a gross exaggeration, but I knew Duncan lived in fear of Eliot and I was looking forward to exploiting his terror for amusement. I watched Duncan out of the corner of my eye as I flipped through the proofs. He swallowed hard, his face going ashen, and he looked as if he wanted to find a hole to climb in. Good. That was the reaction I’d hoped for.

      Duncan finally recovered, although he sounded weak when he found his voice. “I’m not afraid of your boyfriend. If you think I am, well, you’ve got another think coming.”

      “I’ll tell him you said that, too. He much prefers it when his prey isn’t afraid of him. Otherwise, it’s too easy and it doesn’t feel like a real victory when he crushes spines and snaps necks.”

      Duncan’s eyes were slits when I checked his reaction to the threat. “I’ll have him arrested if he steps on my property.”

      “That’s okay. He can do it in the parking lot or at whatever grocery store you frequent. I’ll just tell him to follow you around until he finds the perfect opening.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Try me.” I frowned when I reached the last proof, holding it up so I could see it better. It was a crowd shot taken the day of the fire — I recognized Gina Dobbins right away, and she looked almost happy as she watched the building burn. Most of the faces I didn’t recognize, but one was of particular interest.

      “Do you think Jared got identities from all these people?” I held up the proof for Fish.

      “I don’t know.” Fish seemed confused by the question. “Why?”

      “No reason. Do you think he’s back in the photo room?”

      “He could be. I haven’t checked his schedule today.”

      “Okay.” I handed back the proofs before lobbing a withering look in Duncan’s direction. “You’d better start running now, because when I tell Eliot what you said about his mother ... well … it’s not going to be pretty.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not frightened of him?” Duncan’s voice turned whiny.

      “Just until I believe it.” I inclined my chin toward the back of the office so Maggie would follow me. “Come on. There’s something I want to check before leaving.”

      “A lead?” Maggie was back to being an eager helper.

      “Maybe.”

      Unlike Maggie, Fish wasn’t one to fall for my subterfuge. He called out before I moved more than three cubicles away. “What are you up to, Avery? Why are you so focused on this fire?”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m just trying to close some questions that have been bothering me.”

      “What questions?”

      “It really doesn’t matter. Although ... .” I trailed off as I focused on Duncan. “You might want to get your crack reporting team working on another angle. I’d hate to think he’s falling down on the job.”

      “I do not fall down on the job!” Duncan snapped, straightening.

      Fish briefly held my gaze and then turned to my least favorite co-worker. “I want to see everything you have. You’re missing something.”

      “Just because she says so?” Duncan reminded me of a screaming toddler as he stomped his foot.

      “She’s only interested in this story because she knows something,” Fish replied. “Whatever it is, it’s big enough to interrupt her vacation.”

      “So make her tell us what she has.”

      Fish snorted. “She won’t tell us. She’ll take that secret to her grave if she has to. She’s too petty to help someone else crack a story.”

      Oh, that was kind of sweet. Maybe he did know me after all.
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      Maggie watched me from the passenger seat of my car, curious. I had collected the proofs I managed to convince Jared to print, bribing him to keep silent with a promise that drinks would be on me when I returned from vacation. I studied them for information. This was the first time I’d seen the hero since the day he walked out of the building with Serafina clutched in his arms. After that, he’d disappeared ... although I remained convinced he was the creepy figure I saw hanging around the building the night I stopped by to get a break from Maggie.

      “What do you see?” Maggie asked finally.

      “I’m not sure.” I tapped on the proof sheet. “See this guy.”

      Maggie nodded. “He’s very handsome.”

      That’s not exactly how I would describe him — he had one of those necks that screamed steroid abuse — but if Maggie wanted to look at him that way, I wasn’t in a position to rain toxic waste on her fantasies.

      “The day before you arrived there was an apartment fire about five miles from our house,” I explained. “I saw the smoke after finishing grocery shopping and headed in that direction because I was curious.”

      “I’m aware of the fire. That’s where that guy Jay Truman was killed, right?”

      “Pretty much,” I confirmed. “Before I even realized he died, the focus of my story was on a missing girl. Serafina. Her mother lost track of her in the fire and was terrified that she had run back into her apartment. Before firefighters could find the girl, a man walked out of the building carrying her.”

      “That man?” Maggie pointed at the proof.

      “Yup. He handed her over to her mother and then slipped away when everyone was distracted. At the time I thought there were a variety of reasons why he might disappear. Maybe he went to a business to use the facilities ... or had someone pick him up ... or was simply behind a vehicle so I couldn’t see him.”

      “And now?”

      “Well, now I’m not so sure,” I admitted. “The way I remember it, Jared showed up when I was interviewing Serafina’s mother. I told him to take photographs of them. I searched for the hero after that, but before tracking down the fire chief.”

      “Okay. I’m not sure why that’s important.” Even though she wasn’t caught up on the game, Maggie seemed eager to play. For the first time since landing in Michigan, she seemed to be having a good time.

      “Because Jared took these photos at the scene,” I explained. “I was talking to this woman before I heard about the missing girl. That means this photograph was taken after this man saved Serafina from the fire.”

      “That would make sense.”

      “I didn’t see him when I was leaving.”

      “Do you think he was hiding?”

      “I don’t know. I guess he could’ve returned after I left. I’m not even sure how important he is. He was in the building at the time Jay Truman was supposedly killed, although Jake is clearly still keeping that under wraps. I don’t understand why. You would think he would want people to call in tips about what happened on the seventeenth floor.”

      “Do you think this guy had something to do with Jay Truman’s death?”

      “I think he was up there for a long time and might have at least seen something,” I said. “I also think that most people want to receive accolades after saving a child’s life. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, mind you. It’s simply human nature. Everyone wants to be seen as a hero when the opportunity arises.”

      “So ... because he didn’t want his photo plastered all over the newspaper, that makes you think he might be a murderer?” Maggie was clearly out of her element. “That doesn’t make much sense to me.”

      “I didn’t say he was a murderer. I said it was possible that he knew something.”

      “Oh, like he was a witness, right?”

      “Exactly. My problem is that Jared didn’t identify the people in this photo. There were too many to get names. Without an identity, I have no way of tracking this guy.”

      “How do you fix that? I mean ... can you think of a way to figure out who he is?”

      “Just one way.” I rubbed my forehead as I considered my lone option. “It won’t be particularly easy.”

      “That’s okay.” Maggie brightened considerably. “I’m sure we can make it work. Together.”

      She’d gone from a ‘me’ person — as in what she wanted mattered more than anyone else — to a ‘we’ person in the space of a few hours. I couldn’t help being impressed.

      “Come on.” I made up my mind on the spot. “I’m going to show you another of my favorite hobbies.”

      “Does it involve irritating someone? You seem quite good at that.”

      “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet.”

      

      I BREEZED INTO ELIOT’S pawnshop as if I owned it. Once Maggie saw the coffee shop next door, she insisted on stopping. I was fine with that, even though I knew we were running on a truncated timetable. If I was going to face off with the morose wildebeest of the Midwest, I would need caffeine.

      “What are you doing here?” Fawn, Eliot’s annoying clerk, wrinkled her nose as she focused on me. An open magazine on the counter told me she was caught off guard because she’d been focused on something other than work. “I thought you were on vacation this week, which means I shouldn’t have to see you.”

      “Oh, you give me a tingly warm sensation whenever you greet me with such love,” I drawled, moving toward the counter as I debated how to handle Fawn given the maneuver I was about pull. “I think you’re secretly in love with me. Have I ever told you that?”

      Fawn took an inadvertent step back, clearing the way to Eliot’s office, which was exactly what I wanted. “You’re gross!”

      “And don’t you forget it.” I threw open the door and held it for Maggie. “This way.”

      “Wait a second.” Fawn recovered enough to slap a hand against the middle of Maggie’s chest to stop her. “What are you doing here? This isn’t your office. It’s Eliot’s office.”

      “And I’m using it to check something.” I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing at the furious expression on Maggie’s face. Given the way her eyes turned to fire as her temper flared, she clearly wasn’t going to become president of Fawn’s fan club. “I won’t be long. I just need to use his computer.”

      “Random people are not allowed to walk in from the street and use Eliot’s computer,” Fawn said primly.

      I was used to Fawn’s attitude, so I managed to control my irritation ... though just barely. “I’m not a random person. In fact, I’m the one who gets to climb into bed with Eliot every night and touch his muscles. That’s hardly random.”

      Maggie shot me a horrified look. “Did you really need to share that?”

      “Fawn has a crush on Eliot and gives me nothing but crap where he’s concerned,” I explained. “I have to get my jollies somewhere.”

      “Oh.” Maggie furrowed her brow. “Does she always act like this?”

      “Yup.”

      “That’s ... not pleasant.”

      I could think of several better ways to describe the situation. “Yeah, she’s a real butt-sniffing ass munch,” I agreed. “It doesn’t matter. I know that Eliot told her I’m allowed to work on his computer whenever I need to.”

      Fawn huffed out a sound that sounded partially like a growl. “I don’t think he meant for that to occur when both of you were on vacation.”

      “And I think he won’t care.” I marched into his office and frowned when I realized his laptop wasn’t in its regular spot at the center of his desk. “Um ... where is his computer?”

      “Oh, you don’t know everything now, do you?” Fawn was haughty. “I think if Eliot wanted you to know where his computer was he would’ve told you. In fact, I bet he had no idea you were going to bring one of your loser friends to his store and try to use his computer when he was spending time with his saintly mother. I can’t wait to tell him.”

      It took me a moment to realize what Fawn was saying. “Oh. You think Eliot is spending time with his saintly mother and I’m hanging out with a loser, huh?”

      “I believe that’s what I said.”

      “Well, fact check, my moronic friend.” I was enjoying myself far too much. Fawn was an easy mark – almost too easy – but I enjoyed making her cry. It was becoming something of a regular occurrence. “Eliot is working at the sheriff’s department because they had an emergency.”

      “Oh ... but why didn’t he call me to check in?” Fawn looked pouty. “That would’ve been the professional thing to do.”

      “Maybe he didn’t realize his pawnshop clerk desperately needed validation,” I suggested. “As for my loser friend, meet Maggie Kane. She’s Eliot’s mother.”

      The look on Fawn’s face when she realized her mistake was priceless. She blinked several times in rapid succession, her mouth opening and closing as if she were a guppy out of water, and her eyes went vacant as she considered the ramifications of insulting her boss’s mother.

      “That’s what I thought.” I was pleased by her reaction, enough so that my mind cleared and I realized where Eliot likely moved his computer. “He took his computer upstairs because he was going to be on vacation, didn’t he?”

      “What’s upstairs?” Maggie asked, her gaze hard as she caused Fawn to shrink down to Lilliputian size with her ire. “Why would Eliot’s computer be in a different location?”

      “That’s where he used to live,” I explained. “It’s an apartment. Once we bought the house, he decided to use the space as an office for his security business. I’m sure he moved the computer there to keep it safe while he was taking time off.”

      “I am so sorry, Mrs. Kane.” Fawn finally found her voice. “You have to understand ... um ... I didn’t mean what I said. I just assumed you were one of the crazy people Avery hangs out with because I was certain that a woman like you – Eliot has nothing but nice things to say about you. I believe each and every one of them. I mean ... when I heard you were coming to visit ... I was excited because I thought you would be the one to end Eliot’s relationship with her.”

      “She’s a huge fan of mine,” I interjected, winking for Maggie’s benefit. “She falls all over me like this whenever we interact. It’s a bit embarrassing the way she fawns. Wait ... Fawn fawns. That should totally be the name of your next porno film, Fawn.”

      Fawn balked, her cheeks turning crimson. “I don’t do porn! Why do you keep saying things like that?”

      “Because I love getting reactions like that,” I answered without hesitation. “As for Maggie breaking Eliot and me up, you’re bound for disappointment. Maggie now loves me just as much as Eliot.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Maggie cautioned, “though I am starting to see why Eliot is so enamored with you. You have a ‘take no prisoners’ attitude that I’m starting to find refreshing. This is the third person you’ve agitated to the point of tears and it’s barely noon. You’re amazing.”

      “I’m definitely amazing,” I agreed as I pointed toward the front door. “We need to go that way. I figure we can get takeout for lunch and then run my search. By the time we’re finished eating I should be done messing around.”

      Maggie was back to being my happy assistant. “What should we get for lunch? I mean ... what do investigative reporters eat?”

      “I usually eat chili fries and hamburgers.”

      “That seems a bit heavy,” Maggie pointed out. “Plus, well, you have thick thighs. I don’t think you should eat so many carbohydrates. If you don’t adjust your eating habits now you’ll regret it when you turn forty.”

      That sounded ... annoying. “There’s a creole place around the corner. They have good jambalaya and red beans and rice.”

      “Also carbohydrates.”

      “I need carbohydrates to survive. I’ll die without them.”

      “That’s something to consider,” Fawn muttered under her breath.

      “Did you say something?” I challenged, pinning her with a dark gaze. “Do you need further attention?”

      Fawn balked at my tone. “I’m simply trying to make sure that you don’t take advantage of Eliot. I’m a good employee. That’s what good employees do.”

      “Eliot likes it when I take advantage of him,” I countered. “Don’t worry about that. He gets turned on and asks if he can wait on me hand and foot ... while naked.”

      Maggie made a tsking sound with her tongue. “Really, Avery? Must you always take it one step too far?”

      “You’ll have to ask my mother. You’ll be meeting her at dinner tonight.”

      “I’m looking forward to that,” Maggie said crisply. “I think we’ll have a lot to discuss.”

      That was exactly what I was afraid of. “I’m betting the two of you will love each other,” I agreed. “As for you, Fawn, don’t worry about what I’m doing. It will only take a few minutes and then we’ll be out of your hair.”

      “See, I don’t think I should simply forget about your visit,” Fawn argued. “I think Eliot would want to know that you’re here using his computer when you’re supposed to be on vacation ... and dragging his mother along for the ride.”

      Well, she wanted to play that way, did she? She was going to be sorry she went low. No one could go lower than me. “Go ahead,” I suggested brightly. “Call him. When he gets here I’ll explain how you called his mother one of my loser friends. I think it will be quite the illuminating experience.”

      Fawn balked. “That was an accident!”

      “I don’t think Eliot will see it that way,” I shot back, leading Maggie to the door. I cast a final gaze over my shoulder before exiting to the sidewalk. “Do you want to break poor Eliot’s heart with a bad attitude regarding his mother? Shame on you!”

      With that, I flounced out of the store and headed for the stairs that led to the upstairs apartment. Odds were that Fawn would still rat me out. If I worked quickly, though, I would be gone before Eliot could catch up.

      

      “THIS JAMBALAYA IS AMAZING,” Maggie enthused thirty minutes later as she shoveled shrimp, rice and okra in her mouth and watched me struggle with Eliot’s high-tech scanner. “What’s taking so long?”

      “I’m not good with his programs,” I admitted, frowning at the screen as I tried to isolate the hero’s head in the photograph. “He’s better at searching for stuff than I am. It takes me three times as long as it takes him. I have no idea why.”

      Maggie looked legitimately curious as she sat at the table across from me and stared. “Does he help you with your stories a lot?”

      “I guess that depends on how you define ‘a lot.’ I wouldn’t use that terminology, for the record.”

      “I would define it as running searches for you more than once a month,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, well, if that’s your definition then, yeah, he helps me a freaking lot.” I let loose a sigh as Eliot’s program scanned the photo and began searching. The facial recognition software on his computer was powerful, although it might take a while for the program to come up with anything. “Now we just have to wait for some matches.” I grabbed the container of jambalaya Maggie picked up for me and dug in. “This is really good.”

      “I have to agree. Good choice.”

      “I’m full of good choices.”

      “Especially in men,” Maggie said, causing me to shift in my chair under her weighted gaze. “You clearly love my son, even though you’re a massive pain in the behind most of the time. He doesn’t seem to care that you’re flaky and out there. He only seems to care that he loves you and you reciprocate.”

      “And you clearly still have a problem with that,” I muttered.

      Maggie immediately started shaking her head. “Actually, I don’t. I see you two for what you are.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Happy.”

      Her answer was so simple it caused my heart to roll. “Don’t you want Eliot to be happy?”

      “I do.” Maggie nodded. “I want to be happy, too. I miss him. I can’t help that.”

      I shook my head. I understood where she was coming from, even if her constant need to push boundaries was getting a bit old. “We’ll figure out a way for you to be happy, too. You can visit whenever you want. We can set up that Skype thing. Eliot can even visit you more often.”

      “Eliot won’t do that unless you go with him,” Maggie argued. “He’s afraid to leave you to your own devices in case you get into trouble while he’s out of town. You must realize that.”

      “He doesn’t have to worry. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.”

      “You’ll never break him of that habit.”

      I recognized that. I hated it, but she was telling the truth. “Then I’ll go on vacation with him. We’ll come up with a schedule that works for everyone. This does not have to be a big thing.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” Maggie said. “You’ve won the war. You can be magnanimous in victory.”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty much a wanker whether I win or lose,” I admitted. “People hate being around me win or lose.”

      “Is that because you’re intense when you play the game?”

      “No. It’s because I’m a poor winner and loser. I can’t help myself.”

      Maggie snorted. “At least you’re self-aware. Some of the things you say would be intolerable if you weren’t aware that you were being intolerable.”

      “That’s what I’m going for. In fact ... .” I broke off when I heard the door at the bottom of the stairwell open, heavy feet stamping against the steps as someone headed in our direction. I’d left the apartment door open because I wasn’t expecting visitors, but I had no doubt exactly who was about to darken the office doorstep. “Crap! Fawn ratted us out.”

      Maggie’s eyes went wide. “What does that mean?”

      “It means things are about to get ugly.”

      “Oh, well, I can’t wait. It’s been quiet for a full thirty minutes. We were truly due for some drama.”

      “Then brace yourself. This is going to get dramatic.”
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      Eliot didn’t look surprised when he walked through the door and found me using his computer. He did, however, look furious.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Hello, honey, and how is your day going?” I sang out the greeting in a happy tone, as if I were a lobotomized wife waiting for her man to bring home the bacon so she could fry it up and serve it to him on a platter while cooing over his muscles and work ethic. “You look like you’ve been working hard.”

      “Oh, cut the crap.” Eliot made a face as he glanced around the apartment. He’d yet to fully organize it into an office, so it was a mess with stacked boxes in the corners and blank walls to complete the sterile environment. “What are you doing?”

      “I was just explaining to your mother how you’re the light of my life.”

      Maggie nodded. “She was telling me that. In fact, she was also explaining how you guys would visit me together every few months to make sure I don’t feel so cut off from your life.”

      Eliot narrowed his eyes. “She volunteered to visit you?”

      “She did. She also said we could Skype. I don’t know what that is, but it sounds exciting.”

      “Oh, geez.” Eliot dragged a hand through his hair. “I don’t understand how this happened.”

      “What?” Maggie adopted an innocent tone as she looked around. “We’re not doing anything. We’re being good.”

      I bit back a chuckle. That sounded exactly like something I’d say to get out of trouble. In truth, I was starting to like Eliot’s mother. Sure, we had a long way to go if we wanted to build a lasting relationship, but we were moving along at a steady pace that should’ve made Eliot happy. He didn’t look happy, though.

      “You’re not being good,” Eliot fired back. “Don’t run that sewage on me.”

      “How do you know we’re not being good?” I challenged. “We could be up here discussing various charities to donate our time to for all you know.”

      “Yeah, because that sounds just like you.”

      “Hey! I’m charitable.”

      “You gave to the Star Wars for Students charity two weeks ago,” Eliot countered. “I’m pretty sure that’s the only charity you’ve ever given to, and their idea of helping the needy is making sure that kids with limited funds can get their hands on custom-made lightsabers.”

      “Untrue.” I wagged a finger as I watched the search progress bar tick over to eighty percent on the computer screen. “I also give to the Girl Scouts every year.”

      “Buying cookies is not giving to the Girl Scouts.”

      “It is so. They benefit from those cookies.”

      “And so do you because you hoard boxes of Samoas in places you think I won’t find them.”

      “I share the Thin Mints.”

      “Oh, well, thank you,” Eliot said dryly, folding his arms across his chest. “Do you want to tell me what you’re really doing here or should I use my imagination to come up with the worst possible scenario?”

      “I think you should guess,” I suggested, buying time.

      “Fawn says you were looking to run a search on my computer. She also says she did not call my mother a loser and if you say otherwise that you’re lying.”

      Oh, she was good. I had to give her that. “You’ll have to ask your mother how much the ‘loser’ comment upset her. I think it was hurtful, but it’s not my place to make the argument.”

      “It was definitely hurtful,” Maggie agreed, her expression solemn. “I almost cried.”

      “Yes, I can tell you’re bereft,” Eliot drawled, moving closer to me and studying the computer screen. I wanted to shut the laptop to cut off his avenue of investigation, but the search was ongoing and I didn’t want to lose the progress I’d already made. “Why are you running the facial recognition program?”

      “Oh, well ... .”

      “Let’s go back to talking about me being hurt,” Maggie suggested. She was trying to draw the onus of the conversation off me, which I appreciated, but there was no way Eliot would fall for that. “I think you should give that girl downstairs a good talking to. She’s incredibly rude.”

      “She’s only rude to two people,” Eliot countered. “Before you arrived in town it was only one.”

      “Your girlfriend.”

      “Yes, well, Avery isn’t exactly nice to her either.”

      “Perhaps not, but you’ve set up an environment in which your girlfriend is constantly attacked for simply being herself,” Maggie said. “I don’t think that’s fair to Avery. Of course, she lashes out in return. It’s no fun to always be attacked.”

      “Fawn isn’t that bad,” Eliot argued.

      “Maybe not in front of you because she knows she’ll be fired, but when you’re not around, well, she’s terrible,” Maggie supplied. “If I were Avery, I would’ve cried at the hurtful comments.”

      “Avery only cries at Little House on the Prairie episodes and encore viewings of E.T.”

      “I also cry at soap operas,” I added. “Oh, and Spock’s death ... and Han’s death ... and when Eleven was reunited with her friends on Stranger Things. That was a tearjerker there.”

      Eliot rolled his eyes. “I think we’ve gotten off on a tangent.”

      “And I think you just don’t want to admit that you keep Fawn around because she’s good for your ego,” Maggie said. “You like the attention she throws your way even though she undermines your girlfriend every attempt she gets.”

      Eliot’s mouth dropped open and he slid his eyes to me. “Did you tell her to harp on this?”

      I shook my head when the computer dinged to signify it was finished searching and had come up with three possible matches. “No. She did that herself. But I do approve of the tactic.”

      “You would.” Eliot stared over my shoulder as three faces filled the screen. “Who are you looking for?”

      “The hero.”

      “Is that a metaphor for something?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m looking for the hero who was at the fire the other day.”

      “The one you told me about who saved the kid?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Why are you looking for him?”

      “Because he was on the seventeenth floor, and that’s where Jay Truman was found dead. He also disappeared right after — although clearly he didn’t wander very far. I think it’s suspicious that he didn’t want to be patted on the back for his daring act of heroism.”

      Eliot was clearly frustrated as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I need you to tell me exactly what you’re doing, and I would appreciate it if you did it in a way that wasn’t meant to purposely confuse me.”

      That seemed simple enough. “We stopped at the newspaper office because I wanted to know if they’d found anything on my story. Before you give me grief about being on vacation and that not being my story, we both know I don’t see it that way. You’ll have better luck beating your head against a wall than arguing with me.”

      “I often feel that way,” Eliot said dryly. “Continue.”

      “Well, Fish gave my story to Duncan, and he’s unbelievably lazy,” I explained. “They don’t have the mob angle and they’re working under the assumption that Jay Truman died because of the fire, not that he was murdered.”

      Eliot tilted his head to the side. “Didn’t Jake tell you over lunch that he was hit over the head and that’s how he died?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why wouldn’t he send that out in a news release?”

      “Because he clearly wants me to solve this for him.”

      Eliot scowled. “I doubt very much he wants that. Let’s not go wonky or anything. Still, and I don’t want to encourage you because that always comes back to bite me, he clearly had something up his sleeve when he let that information slip.”

      “That’s how I feel.” I focused on the faces and selected the one at the end. “I looked through the proof sheet when I was at the office and recognized the hero in the background of one of the photos. I figured there was no harm running his face through your facial recognition software.”

      “And I helped,” Maggie offered.

      Eliot shot her a dubious look. “Yes, you’re a regular enabler all of a sudden. How did that happen?”

      “Avery and I have come to an understanding.”

      “And what understanding is that?”

      “I want you to be happy. She makes you happy, even though she’s a bit dramatic and a lot of work. She’s going to make an effort to make sure I don’t go years without seeing you again. That makes me happy. We’re one big happy bunch.”

      “Right.” Eliot’s eyes were cloudy when they shifted back to mine. “You did something. I’m not quite sure what — and I’m honestly not sure if it’s something I should be irritated about — but I know you did something.”

      I absently patted his hand. “I did do something,” I agreed. “I fell in love with you and gave you my whole heart.”

      “You’re terrible at this.” Even though he was agitated, Eliot moved his hand to my neck and started massaging as he watched me read the information the computer spit back at me. “What do you have?”

      “Russell Warren. He lives in Eastpointe.”

      “That’s not a ringing endorsement, especially given the area of Eastpointe he’s living in.” Eliot’s brow furrowed as he studied the limited information on the screen. “You’re going to that house to look for him, aren’t you?”

      The question made me nervous. “Not if it upsets you. The last thing I want to do is upset you.”

      “Oh, that’s sweet.”

      “It is. When are you going back to the sheriff’s department? I’m not asking because I plan to wait until you have to go back to work or anything. I’m just curious.”

      “Of course you are, sweetheart.” Eliot’s tone told me he would blow a gasket if I pushed him too hard. “Luckily for you, I finished my work at the sheriff’s department. My schedule is clear again, which means I can spend the entire afternoon with you and my mother.”

      Son of a ... ! That was not what I wanted to hear. “Great.”

      “I thought you’d think so.”

      “I don’t think it’s great,” Maggie argued. “I wanted to track down the hero and grill him like swordfish.”

      I made a face. “Do you grill swordfish?”

      “How would I know?” Eliot shrugged. “You won’t eat fish, so we live on beef and chicken. Occasionally you’ll eat pork, but only if it’s bacon or hot dogs.”

      “We really do need to talk about your eating habits, dear,” Maggie chided. “That can wait until after we grill the hero, though. That’s what I want to do with my afternoon. It sounds much more fun than going to the mall again.”

      I pursed my lips as I flicked my eyes to Eliot. His expression was unreadable, but I didn’t sense happiness emanating from him. “Oh, well, I don’t think that’s what Eliot wants to do with his afternoon.”

      “Eliot definitely doesn’t want to do that,” he agreed. “Eliot wants to go home and relax by the pool.”

      “Not everything is about you, honey,” Maggie pointed out. “Besides, you’re outvoted. Avery and I want to track down the hero, which means you either need to come with us or stop complaining.”

      “Oh, man. I can see you’ve created a monster with my mother.” Eliot was unhappy as he gave my shoulders a deliberate squeeze. “Fine.” He capitulated. “We’ll check out this house. But if there’s nothing there I want you both to give it a rest.”

      “I’m looking forward to giving it a rest,” I enthused.

      “You’re a terrible liar.”

      “I’ll work on it.”

      “Do that.”

      

      ELIOT INSISTED EVERYONE drive to the Eastpointe address together. He didn’t come right out and say it, but he was worried I would take off and abandon him if things went a certain way. His mother was accompanying us, which would force him to remain with her and leave me to my adventures without backup. I would’ve liked to assuage his worry and promise that I wouldn’t take off, but we both knew my instincts and urges often won out over my decision-making skills.

      “Okay, we’re here,” Eliot announced when he parked. His mother insisted on sitting in the passenger seat, even going so far as to yell “shot gun” once we hit the sidewalk, so I was relegated to the back seat. It didn’t make me happy. “What’s your plan?”

      “I’m going to knock on the door and ask for Russell Warren.”

      “And what are you going to do if he answers the door?”

      “Ask him why he fled from the apartment complex the way he did.”

      “And if he doesn’t want to answer?”

      “I’ll jump off that bridge when I come to it.”

      Eliot gave me a long look. “I don’t know that this is a good idea. Why don’t you let me run a background check on this guy and we’ll come back tomorrow? That sounds reasonable, doesn’t it?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I want to talk to him now. The longer we wait, the better chance we have of losing him.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “Because he didn’t even live in the apartment complex,” I answered without hesitation. “What was he doing there if he didn’t live there? The computer spit out this address for a reason. This is his home. It’s obvious that he took off before I could question him because he didn’t want to be tied to the building.”

      “Huh.” Eliot stroked his chin, considering. “I did not put that together.”

      “She really is the smartest girl you’ve ever dated, Eliot,” Maggie supplied. “At first I didn’t like that because I knew I wouldn’t be able to bully her into my way of thinking, but now I’m starting to like it.”

      “Yes, I’m thrilled that you’ve bonded, Mom,” Eliot drawled. “It doesn’t make me nervous in the slightest.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” I offered Maggie. “He likes to pretend he’s crabby on stuff like this, but he really likes it.”

      “I don’t like it,” Eliot countered. “In fact ... .” He trailed off and stared at the front porch of the small bungalow. “Isn’t that your guy?”

      I followed his finger and frowned. “Yes. Crap!” I fumbled with the door handle, growling when it wouldn’t open. “Why am I locked in here?”

      “I think it’s the child locks,” Maggie said pragmatically. “They automatically engage for the back seat.”

      Was she kidding? I was being stymied by children’s locks. That didn’t seem fair. “Open them!”

      “I’m doing it.” Eliot flicked the switch to disengage the locks. I bolted through the door before he had a chance to stop me. “Avery!”

      I ignored him as I jogged down the sidewalk. Russell Warren’s back was to me, so he didn’t notice the kerfuffle in the truck. I was thankful for that. He also didn’t notice he was being followed.

      “Russell!” I called out his name, pulling up short when he jerked his shoulders and crouched lower, as if taking up a protective stance. When he swiveled to meet my gaze there was fire there, as well as something else. I was fairly certain that something else was annoyance.

      “Do I know you?”

      “I was at the fire in Chesterfield Township the other day, the one at the apartment complex,” I offered, racking my brain for the best way to ask the obvious question. “You saved that little girl. I work for The Monitor and I want to interview you. I mean ... you’re a hero, after all.”

      Instead of preening under the compliment, he scowled. “I think you’re mistaken. I wasn’t at any fire.”

      “I saw you.”

      “I think you have mistaken me for somebody else.” He crossed toward an SUV parked on the street. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really must be going.”

      I wasn’t a fan of his attitude. “I know it’s you. I was standing right there when you handed over the kid.”

      “Sorry. You’ve definitely got me confused with someone else.” He opened the door and briefly made eye contact. “I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing. I hope you find the man you’re looking for.”

      “I already did.” I watched him go, my frustration mounting as he drove away. My cheeks were flushed with anger when I turned back and found Eliot watching me. “What?”

      “He doesn’t want the accolades you think he does,” Eliot pointed out.

      “No.” I dug into my pocket until I came up with a business card. “I’m going to put this in his door anyway. I might as well as long as we’re out here. There’s always a chance that he’ll change his mind.”

      “Okay.” Eliot fell into step with me, sliding his arm around my shoulders as we climbed the steps to the front porch. “I can tell you’re disappointed.”

      “I’m not. I’m on vacation. I have nothing to be disappointed about.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re going to discuss the proper way to take a vacation when we have some time alone. For the record, this is not it.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I opened the screen door and pressed my business card into the glass panel before allowing it to fall shut, my eyes flicking to the big bay window next to the door as I turned to retreat. “Wow. And you think I’m a bad housekeeper.” I pressed my face against the window and shaded my eyes so I could get a better look. “Huh.”

      Eliot followed suit. “I don’t think that’s bad housekeeping,” he said after a beat. “Someone has ransacked that place ... and good.”

      “Which could explain why he was in such a hurry to get out of here,” I supplied. “Maybe he knows people are watching him.”

      “And it’s a different sort of people,” Eliot said. “I mean ... whoever did this broke into his house. They were looking for something.”

      “I wonder what.”

      “I don’t know. But I am going to remind you that this isn’t your story. You’re on vacation. I don’t understand why we’re even out here.”

      I was starting to question that, too. “I don’t know. I can’t shake the feeling that something big happened in that apartment building. I just can’t figure out what it was. Er, well, other than the obvious murder, of course.”

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you. You’re supposed to be spending time with me.”

      “We are spending time together.”

      “Time that doesn’t include stalking some random guy who doesn’t want to be honored for being a hero.”

      He had a point. I hated it when that happened. “Fine.” I heaved out a sigh. “I’m done. What do you want to do with our afternoon?”

      “I thought maybe we could go to the Henry Ford Museum.”

      Oh, now he was just messing with me. “Why?”

      “Because my mother wants to see it.”

      “Well, I’ve already seen it and it’s boring.”

      “That’s too bad. If only you had your own car to break from the group,” Eliot drawled. “That’s a total bummer, huh?”

      Ugh. He’d outsmarted me. I should’ve seen that coming. “I’m going to make you pay for this.”

      “I’m still not done making you pay. You should probably wait your turn.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”
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      The museum was a bust. Maggie liked it, but I was bored out of my mind. She forced Eliot and me to pose for so many photos I lost count. She was clearly a museum person, which I didn’t get. The only fun museums are wax museums and Michigan is fresh out of those.

      “We should’ve gone to the zoo,” I complained hours later when Eliot parked in front of the family restaurant and I fumbled with the back door for the third time. “I’m stuck again.”

      Eliot chuckled as his mother exited the vehicle, opening the door for me and helping me down. “I kind of like being able to keep you in a vehicle. I think we just discovered how we’re going to handle all our joint spying missions going forward.”

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      “Oh, I’ve already done the thinking.” Eliot gave me a quick kiss before shutting the door and lowering his voice. “Thank you for going to the museum. The fact that you only complained twenty times was a great relief.”

      “It was twelve times,” I corrected. “I counted.”

      “I think your idea of complaining is different from my idea.”

      “Yes, well, whatever.” I blew out a wet raspberry as he linked his fingers with mine. “I don’t understand why she was so excited to look at old cars and movies about old cars and displays about old cars.”

      “My mother likes history.”

      “She can’t be my sidekick, even on a provisional basis, if she keeps that up.”

      “I’ll make a mental note of it.” Eliot led me to the spot in front of the truck where his mother stood. “Are you ready to meet the rest of Avery’s family, Mom?”

      Maggie nodded, excited. “I am. I’ve heard so much about these people I feel as if I already know them.”

      “Just for the record, that’s not a good thing,” I offered as we trudged across the parking lot. “These are not the sort of people you want to brag about knowing.”

      “You came from them, didn’t you?”

      “That’s what the blood tests I paid for in high school said,” I replied. “I thought for sure it would turn out I was adopted, which would’ve explained so much. But it turned out these people are responsible for unleashing me upon the world.”

      Eliot snickered. “I’m so glad your head is in such a good space.”

      “I know. I thought I’d be grumpier, too.” I tugged on his hand. “Come on. I’m sure everybody is already inside. We’re late. That won’t go over well.”

      “I thought dinner was at seven,” Maggie said. “It’s only ten after.”

      “That might as well be a year in my mother’s world. Prepare yourself, by the way; she’s going to be all over you.”

      “I’m fine with that.” Maggie’s smile was wide. “I love being the center of attention.”

      Eliot slowed his pace as his mother hurried toward the door, an expression that could only be described as terror flitting across his features.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I asked, legitimately concerned.

      “That’s something you would say.”

      “The being the center of attention thing? Yeah.”

      “You and my mother have a lot in common.”

      “I guess.”

      “That means I fell for someone like my mother.”

      “Does that upset you?” I brightened a bit under the realization that Eliot was flummoxed by the turn of events. “This night is looking up.”

      “I can’t believe it. I never thought it was possible.”

      “Yes, well, things could be worse.”

      “How?”

      “You could’ve fallen for someone like my mother.”

      “You said your mother and my mother have a lot in common,” Eliot challenged. “I don’t think you realize how similar to your mother you really are.”

      “That is a horrible thing to say.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “It’s not.”

      “It is.”

      “It’s not.”

      “It is.” Eliot was firm. “I can’t believe this is happening. I just ... this is terrible.”

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t wrong. “I’m going to punish you severely for saying I’m like my mother. I’m going to try to wait until we’re home so I can make the punishment inventive, but I’m not happy.”

      Eliot squeezed my hand. “At least I have that to look forward to.”

      

      EVERYBODY WAS ALREADY grouped around the family booth when we entered, although I didn’t miss the fact that three spaces remained open. I had no doubt who those seats belonged to, and the fact that one of them was located directly next to my mother gave me chills.

      “Aw, man.”

      Eliot followed my gaze. “It looks like your mother wants to spend some quality time with my mother.”

      “You could always take that seat,” I suggested. “That might cut down on the potential for world implosion.”

      “And be separated from you? Never.”

      “Fine. If the planet explodes, though, or a spontaneous zombie outbreak happens, I’m blaming you.”

      “I’ll just have to deal with the fallout.”

      Mom was on her feet before we reached the booth. She introduced herself to Maggie before I had a chance to at least pretend I was polite. I met Grandpa’s gaze over Maggie’s shoulder as Mom offered the woman a gregarious hug. He had chili splashed on both sides of his mouth and looked to be amused by the proceedings.

      “I saved you a spot next to me,” Mom enthused as she led Maggie to the correct seat. “I thought we could share information about our children over dinner.”

      “That sounds like a fine idea,” Maggie agreed. She didn’t so much as look in Eliot’s direction to see if he cared that she wasn’t sitting next to him. “I’ve only known Avery for a few days, but she seems like an extremely interesting woman.”

      Mom’s eyes darkened as they locked with mine. “She’s ... something, including late for a dinner that started eleven minutes ago.”

      “Yes, apparently I’m a miniature version of my mother,” I muttered under my breath as Eliot prodded me toward our usual spots in the booth. My mood didn’t brighten when I found Derrick and his fiancée Devin seated next to us. “It’s like the universe wants to crap on me today.”

      “Yes, well, maybe it’s karma.” Eliot slid into the booth and took the seat next to Devin before I could make a big show of pushing him into that spot. I hated sitting next to her. Not only was she pregnant — which meant all she could talk about was babies — but she was a reporter for one of the local television stations. That meant we were professional rivals of sorts, but I scooped her regularly, so I was clearly winning the rivalry.

      “I wondered if you were coming this week,” Devin offered once we’d settled and had menus in our hands. “I heard you were on vacation. That’s why you weren’t at the news conference for the apartment fire, right?”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “When was the conference?”

      “The day after the fire.”

      “Oh.” That meant Devin was still behind and that I hadn’t missed anything of importance this afternoon. That was good. “Yeah, well, I’m enjoying my vacation.”

      Eliot snorted, causing me to ignore his derisive response.

      “I’ve been having a really good time,” I stressed. “I think I’m great at vacationing.”

      Derrick rolled his eyes. “The look on Eliot’s face tells me otherwise. Has she been a pain all week? You can tell me. I already know the answer, but it’s always good to get confirmation.”

      Here’s the thing about Eliot: Even though he was annoyed by my insistence on chasing a story that he didn’t believe I should care about, he was loyal to a fault. While he had no qualms about complaining to me regarding my actions, he would never open the door to Derrick. Okay, if he was agitated enough he might bring Derrick into the fray. He would never open the door to Devin, though. He knew how much her attitude chafed.

      “She’s been pretty good,” Eliot countered, smiling as the waitress delivered glasses of iced tea. “I’ll take the prime rib with mashed potatoes and corn.”

      “I want the same,” I said, collecting the menus and handing them over. “Thanks.”

      The waitress nodded before disappearing.

      “I happen to know that she hasn’t been all that good,” Derrick countered, clearly enjoying his place atop the family douche pile for the evening. “The day your mother was due to arrive, she called me for information on the fire. Did you know that?”

      “You’re such a narc,” I hissed, lashing out with my foot under the table.

      “Ow!” Devin rubbed her shin and glared. “That was me.”

      “Then tell your boyfriend to stop being a pain in the butt and you won’t accidentally get kicked,” I suggested.

      “What’s going on down there?” Mom asked, suspicious. “Are you guys fighting? Don’t make me separate you.”

      “Avery kicked me,” Devin tattled. “It hurt, too.”

      Mom’s eyes widened. “You kicked her? She’s pregnant! What would possess you to kick her?”

      That was a loaded question. The appropriate question to ask was: Under what scenario would you not kick Devin? There were very few acceptable answers. “I was aiming for Derrick,” I protested. “Devin got in the way. I think it’s because her legs are so fat now.”

      Devin’s face flushed with color. “I am not fat.”

      “Of course you’re not,” Derrick said quickly, his tone soothing. “You look great, especially given the added weight you’re carrying. I didn’t know you could be cute and chubby at the same time.”

      I barked out a laugh at the murderous look on Devin’s face.

      Derrick immediately balked, his face going white. “What did I say?” He turned to Eliot for help. “It was a compliment. I swear.”

      “I don’t think she took it as a compliment,” Eliot noted, sliding his arm over the back of the booth so I could snuggle in at his side. “I think it was the part where you called her chubby.”

      “You should’ve just called her a whale and been done with it,” I suggested.

      “You’re lucky I’m pregnant,” Devin hissed. “I would totally take you out to the parking lot and beat the crap out of you otherwise.”

      “Yes, I’m often terrified of that possibility,” I drawled. “It keeps me up at night.”

      Eliot poked me with his free hand. “Don’t turn this into a war. I’m not sure we can handle that on top of everything else.”

      He had a point. Drat. I had so much latent energy buzzing around me that I was eager to siphon some of it off. “Fine. I’ll be good.” I turned my attention to Grandpa. “How did your stop at the mall work out the other day?”

      “Good.” Grandpa still had food on his face and either didn’t notice or didn’t care. I was leaning toward the latter. He never met a napkin he didn’t want to ignore, and if people tried to subtly tell him he had food on his face he played the oblivious game better than most. “We made about three-thousand bucks in a few hours.”

      I couldn’t mask my surprise. “You made three-thousand dollars hawking hot dogs and hamburgers outside Kohl’s?”

      “Yup.”

      “But ... how?”

      “And why did they let you set up outside the mall like that?” Derrick questioned.

      “Grandpa has dirt on the mall owner and blackmailed him for the spot,” I supplied. “I thought it was fishy, too, but no one came outside to evict them while I was there.”

      “What kind of dirt?” Derrick asked. “He’s not doing anything illegal, is he?”

      “Like I would tell you,” Grandpa scoffed. “You’re a cop. I’m no snitch.”

      “It’s not being a snitch when you try to help law enforcement,” Derrick countered. “It’s being a concerned citizen.”

      “I believe that’s what you said when you called the cops on us when we started that fire behind the restaurant,” I noted. “The cops showed up, which was bad, and then it got worse when Grandpa figured out one of his own turned him in.”

      My comments had the desired effect because Grandpa’s gaze darkened.

      “Thanks for reminding him of that,” Derrick huffed.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I almost forgot about that,” Grandpa muttered. “The cops threatened to throw us both in jail over that.”

      “You were out of control,” Derrick argued. “It was windy. That fire could’ve spread to the grocery store across the way. It could’ve taken down the restaurant, too. Did you want that?”

      “We had everything under control,” Grandpa fired back.

      “We did,” I agreed. “I had the hose at the ready.”

      “Yes, because a garden hose will douse a huge lawn fire,” Derrick drawled. “I don’t know how much you know about fires, but that’s not how it works.”

      Speaking of that ... . “Did you guys figure out how the fire started at the Chesterfield Township apartment complex yet? I haven’t seen anything that cites a source for the blaze. I mean ... was it faulty electrical work? Was it an accident thanks to something one of the residents did? Was it on purpose?”

      Devin’s eyes gleamed as she shifted to stare at me. “Why do you care? You’re on vacation.”

      “Yeah, Avery,” Derrick sneered. “Why do you care?”

      “I’m just curious,” I lied. “I was there the day the fire broke out. I saw all the displaced families. I can’t help but feel for them.”

      Derrick made an exaggerated face that I was familiar with from our youth. “Yes. You often go out of your way to help displaced families after a fire. What was I thinking?”

      “We had everything under control, but you still called the cops,” Grandpa complained from the end of the table. Now that I’d brought it up, he clearly wasn’t letting it go. “I got ticketed for that. I had to go to court and everything.”

      “And he got locked up for a week after calling the judge a pencil-dicked little weasel,” I added. “You’re responsible for that, Derrick.”

      “I’m going to throw you in jail if you don’t shut up, Avery,” Derrick shot back. “You’re being a total pain in the ass.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Sometimes I thrive on irritating family members ... and friends ... and random people on the street. My efforts tonight were doing a lot to vent that building aggression I was worried about earlier. “Oh, suck it up.”

      “Do you want to know what I think?” Devin interjected, her mind clearly on another topic besides Derrick’s tattletale ways. “I think you’re so focused on that fire because you know The Monitor is falling behind on the coverage. You don’t like that. It drives you crazy.”

      “So do women with fat calves,” I noted.

      “My calves aren’t fat!”

      “And The Monitor’s coverage isn’t lacking.” I said the words, but I didn’t believe them. There was no way Duncan was keeping up with the pack. I decided to change course. “Duncan is slow. It’s not his fault he can’t stay ahead of the curve. He was told if he stayed even with you that no one would notice he couldn’t be a journalism superstar. He saw you getting away with substandard work and thought that was the norm.”

      “That did it.” Devin threw her napkin on the table. “I think you and I should go outside and talk.”

      I shifted my demeanor immediately. “Oh, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” I adopted an air of innocence that I was certain would grate. “You’re pregnant. You should be taking it easy. I mean ... you’re fragile. If we go outside you could be hurt. You’re carrying this family’s first great-grandchild, so that seems reckless. I mean ... don’t you want to keep your child safe? If not, Derrick will have to report you to the proper authorities. We all know he likes doing stuff like that, no matter if he’s supposed to be loyal to you or not.”

      Devin’s mouth dropped open as Derrick glowered at me. Neither could find the appropriate words, so I took advantage of the lull and sipped my iced tea.

      “Do you feel better?” Eliot asked after a beat.

      “Compared to what?”

      “Compared to the rage you were carrying around after I made you go to the museum.”

      “Oh, that.” I chewed my bottom lip as I considered the question. “You know, I do feel better.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Me, too.” I tapped my glass against his in solidarity. “I think your mother is starting to like me, and I rendered Devin speechless. This day isn’t a total wash.”

      “Thank the Lord for small favors.”

      “Definitely.”

      “I was being sarcastic.”

      “Try better next time. That attempt was weak.”

      “I’ll work on it.”
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      I stopped by the pie case – because, well, how could a sugar rush not make this dinner better? – and took a breather from the nonstop jibes and jabs once I finished my prime rib. It looked as if Grandpa had anticipated my dessert needs and had baked blueberry and blackberry offerings today, which meant I was a happy camper.

      I straightened, ready to return to the table long enough to stuff my face with fruit filling, but Grandpa snagged my shirt collar from behind and dragged me through the swinging doors that led to the kitchen. I didn’t miss the look on Eliot’s face when he caught what was happening — he widened his eyes and frowned — but he didn’t rush to my rescue, so I was on my own.

      “Come with me, Missy,” Grandpa growled, pulling me through the kitchen and toward the back area in front of the freezers. It was empty, which meant we could talk in private. It was also open, so anyone who tried to approach for eavesdropping would easily be discovered.

      “I didn’t do anything.” I slapped at Grandpa’s hand and glowered. “If you’re about to accuse me of something, I demand proper representation ... and pie.”

      Grandpa rolled his eyes. “Why do you always assume I’m going to accuse you of something?”

      “Because people like to blame me for everything.”

      “Or because you’re often to blame for people’s woes and they’re simply playing the odds,”

      Grandpa countered. “As for today, I’m not blaming you for anything.”

      I was intrigued but wary. “Then why did you drag me back here?”

      “Because I had a visitor today and I’m pretty sure you don’t want your boyfriend hearing who it was in front of an audience.”

      Now I was doubly intrigued. “You had a visit from someone I know? Was it Duncan Marlow? Was he digging for information? If so, you have my permission to give him food poisoning. He has it coming.”

      “It wasn’t that idiot.” Grandpa made a face. “It was someone I wasn’t expecting.”

      “Who?”

      “Phil Keane.”

      I stilled, dumbfounded. “The speakeasy guy?”

      Grandpa tilted his head to the side. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      I told him about the underground club in Mount Clemens. I’d been forced to keep the information to myself for obvious reasons, but Grandpa wouldn’t tattle to Eliot or the cops, so he was my ideal confidant.

      “Why don’t I know about this place?” Grandpa asked when I was finished.

      “How should I know? I didn’t know about it either.”

      “Yes, but I’m cool and people want to hang around with me.”

      “They want to hang around with me, too.”

      “They do not.”

      “They do, too.”

      “They do not.”

      My temper flashed. “They do! I’m not freaking making it up. I’m very popular.”

      “I’m done talking to you.” Grandpa waved a hand in my face to silence me. “We need to discuss Keane.”

      “Which is it?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Are you done talking to me or do we need to discuss Keane? Those two things seem to be in direct opposition to one another.”

      “Shut up or I’ll shut you up,” Grandpa groused, shaking his head. “I’m serious.”

      Grandpa was rarely serious, so I nodded and waited for him to continue.

      “How much do you know about Keane?”

      “Not much,” I admitted. “I had no idea what I was going to find at the speakeasy. He approached me. We talked for a bit; he seemed like a dirty pervert, but he told me a lot of stories.”

      “About Truman?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And he just volunteered these stories?”

      Grandpa seemed dubious, which caused my antenna to perk up. “I asked him some specific details, but after a bit he started volunteering hilarious memories. I think he was trying to get into my pants.”

      “Ugh. That is so gross.”

      I shrugged. “He’s an old man. He knew better than to touch me. Why are you getting so worked up over this?”

      “Keane is not an old man,” Grandpa shot back, his annoyance on full display. “Do you think I’m simply an old man? Of course not. I’m so much more than the sum of my parts. Keane is the same way.”

      “And what way is that?”

      “He’s got his finger in the middle of eighty different pies.”

      Hmm. “And these are metaphorical pies, right? Because you make actual pies here and that could be taken a multitude of different ways.”

      “Do you always have to push things?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, stop.” Grandpa’s expression told me I was getting close to the point of no return. “You know who Keane is, right?”

      That was a good question. “I was going to run him when I got back to the house, but I was distracted by other things that day. I’m assuming he’s a former Sandusky Sanitation employee.”

      “No, he’s a former union leader.”

      Grandpa said the words in such a way that it was clear he thought that should mean something to me. “Do you want to expound on that?”

      “Ugh. And just when I convinced myself you’re my smartest grandchild.” He flicked the spot between my eyebrows and caused me to take an inadvertent step back. “Do you know nothing about how mob activity in this area works?”

      The question caught me off guard. “I haven’t given it much thought,” I admitted. “From what I read, the garbage company was used as a means to embezzle money and dispose of bodies. Isn’t that the general gist of it?”

      “You’re so blond.”

      “And you’re so old.”

      “I’m in my prime.”

      “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes. “What does Keane being a union leader have to do with anything?”

      “He wasn’t a union leader to start,” Grandpa clarified. “He was a worker for Barton Automotive.”

      “A garage?”

      “A chop shop.”

      “Ah.” Now we were getting somewhere. “So, he started in a chop shop and became a union leader. That seems like quite the jump.”

      “It was,” Grandpa agreed. “His position was bought and paid for.”

      “By who?”

      “Who do you think?”

      My stomach rolled at his pointed gaze. “Jay Truman.”

      “Very good.” Grandpa rapped a knuckle against my forehead. “Now, ask yourself why a former union leader would show up at my restaurant asking questions about you given what happened to a former colleague who was supposedly out of the business.”

      “You’re saying they’re all still in the business,” I mused.

      “I’m saying that people like that never get out of the business,” Grandpa clarified.

      “I don’t understand why he came to you.” I rubbed the back of my neck as I paced the small area. “How did he even tie me to you?”

      “It’s not hard for people like this to pull records.”

      “I guess.”

      “You’re not exactly known for flying under the radar.”

      “No.” I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead as I debated my next question. “What did he say to you? Did he try to warn you to get me to back off?”

      “He wasn’t that overt. He asked questions about your relationship with Jake. He wanted to know about your long-haired boyfriend, too.”

      I didn’t like this development one bit. “What did you tell him?”

      “That I don’t get too involved in your business. I don’t think he believed me.”

      “What do you think he was trying to accomplish?”

      Grandpa shrugged. “My guess is that he’s trying to ascertain if he can use you. You have ties to powerful people. That might come in handy. Of course, you’re also a woman and mobsters don’t trust women.”

      “That is sexist and wrong-headed.”

      Grandpa ignored my annoyance. “You also have a huge mouth and might cause him trouble,” he added. “You’re famous in Macomb County, and not for reasons the mob would like. You’re too visible. They don’t like visible.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not particularly visible right now,” I reminded him. “I’m on vacation.”

      “Except you’re still poking around, which is suspect.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” I trailed off, my mind muddled and troubled. “Did he say anything specific?”

      “No. It was all vague. I didn’t like it, though. If Keane thinks you’re a target, I can’t help being worried.”

      “Oh, thanks. That’s sweet.” I absently patted his chest as I thought. “It’s going to be okay. I have everything under control.”

      “I hate it when you say things like that.”

      “Yes, well, that doesn’t change the fact that I’m speaking the truth.”

      “Whatever.” Grandpa ran his hand through his thinning hair. “Kid, I think you might be in over your head on this one.”

      “I’m fine. I’m not in trouble.”

      That was true. I’d yet to find anything even remotely close to trouble. That didn’t mean it wasn’t still to come.

      “You’d better hope you keep it that way.” Grandpa inclined his chin toward the swinging doors, causing me to swivel quickly. Eliot stood there, his eyes contemplative as he watched us. “He’s going to be the one in the most danger if you don’t play this right, kid.”

      The reality of the words caused my blood to run cold. “He’ll be okay.”

      “Yeah, well, be careful.” Grandpa shot me a dubious look before pasting a fake smile on his face “What are you doing back here? Do you want to join the family business?”

      “Not particularly.” Eliot’s eyes were curious as they locked with mine. “What have you guys been doing?”

      “Talking about the merits of blueberry and blackberry pie.”

      “Ah.” Eliot held out a hand to me. “You can get your pie to go. Mom wants to head home. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”

      “Oh, really?” I slipped my hand into his. “Where are you going?”

      “All three of us are going to the zoo,” Eliot said. “After you mentioned the zoo so many times this afternoon, Mom thinks it’s a good idea if we actually go to Royal Oak and check it out.”

      I couldn’t stifle my groan. “Can’t I stay home?”

      “Nope. We’ll have a big fight if you try to get out of it.”

      I wasn’t always opposed to big fights. Sometimes they were worth it. One look at Eliot’s serious face told me that wasn’t going to be the case this time. “Fine. I look forward to the zoo. You know how I feel about their blue slushes.”

      “Yes. They make you excitable and annoying. I’m fine with it.”

      “Well, then, zoo it is.” I graced him with a wide smile. “I’m really looking forward to it.”

      “Good. Do you want to tell me what the two of you were really doing?”

      “We were talking about pie.”

      “Uh-huh.” Eliot was dubious. “Well, let’s get your pie and get out of here. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow ... and a really hot one.”

      “That sounds like a great day for the zoo. A hot Saturday at the end of August. How could that possibly be anything other than fun?”

      

      “I THINK I’M DYING.”

      I waved my hand in front of my face and glared at Eliot as he delivered an iced tea and bottle of water to his mother before joining us at a small table in front of the food carts at the zoo the next day.

      As promised, Eliot woke early and cooked breakfast. His mother was excited to see the zoo — especially the polar bear tunnel because it was hot enough the bears would most likely be swimming — and she couldn’t contain herself when we hit the facility. This was at least my fiftieth visit, so I couldn’t quite match her enthusiasm. Eliot seemed edgy, so I did my best to at least pretend I was having a good time.

      That effort lasted only until the humidity hit like a wet and heavy blanket, smacking me in the face so hard my cheeks burned and I would’ve gladly taken a nap in a walk-in freezer. I was determined to keep Eliot happy. I also hated being hot. It was a war of sorts, and my abject hate for sweating was winning out.

      “You do look a little worse for wear,” Eliot admitted, pressing his water bottle to the back of my neck and causing a chill to run down my spine. “One of the things I’ve noticed about you is that you don’t take heat very well.”

      “I don’t,” I agreed, sipping my slush. “I don’t know what it is. I’ve always been this way.”

      “You’re a hot sleeper and point that fan at your face every night, even in winter.”

      “That’s not simply because I like the breeze. I like the noise, too.”

      “I’ve figured that out.” Eliot flashed a small smile as he patted the top of my hand. “You can’t sleep with the television on ... or music, for that matter, because they’re too distracting. But you can sleep with the fan. Why do you think I bought a fan for my apartment right after we started dating?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “I thought you liked to pretend you were a supermodel and do the hair blowing in the wind thing.”

      Eliot snickered as he squeezed my fingers. “Not quite, but close.” He turned his attention to his mother, who was handling the heat much better than I was. “Are you okay, Mom?”

      “Oh, I’m having a wonderful time,” she enthused, gulping her iced tea. “This is a lovely zoo. I don’t know what I was expecting from the Detroit Zoo — I mean, you hear such horror stories about the city — but this place is lovely.”

      “This isn’t technically Detroit,” Eliot pointed out. “It’s the Detroit Zoo, but it’s in Royal Oak.”

      “Still, I love it.”

      “I love it, too,” I offered. Technically, at least right now, that was a filthy lie. I hated everything about this place given the heat. I didn’t want to ruin the day for Eliot and his mother, so I came up with a plan. “I don’t suppose we could take a bit of time to cool off in the reptile house and new penguin exhibit, could we? They’re not very far apart and they’re both air-conditioned.”

      Eliot’s smile was amiable. “I think we can manage that. Your cheeks really are red.”

      “This happens whenever I get too hot,” I reminded him, getting to my feet. “This is why we can never go to one of those equatorial countries for vacation. I’d be unbearable the entire time.”

      “And that’s on top of you trying to work when you’re supposed to be taking time off,” Eliot added.

      “Ugh. Are you ever going to let that go?”

      “Not this week.”

      “Good to know.”

      I led the way to the reptile house — mostly because I was desperate to get out of the sun — and once we were inside I was thankful to take a breather from Maggie and Eliot. While I was much fonder of Eliot’s mother than I had been thirty-six hours before, her love of all things zoo related annoyed me on a level I couldn’t quite identify. I was positive most of it had to do with the weather but because Maggie thought I was being a big baby about the heat I could hardly keep complaining.

      I headed toward the wall containing the snake tanks, glad to find a vent in the corner that pumped out cold air. I decided to stay right there until I stopped sweating, pursing my lips when Eliot met my gaze. He smiled when he realized what I was doing.

      “We’re going to keep going. We’ll wait for you at the far end of the room. Mom actually wants to look at the animals.”

      “Yes, well, I will be right behind you once I stop sweating through my clothes.”

      Eliot chuckled. “Okay. You’re being a really good sport about this. Have I told you that?”

      “No, but you can applaud me later when we take a cold bath ... or slip into the pool naked after your mother goes to sleep.”

      Instead of admonishing me, Eliot grinned. “It’s a date.”

      I watched him go with a mixture of love and annoyance. I like spending time with him, but the fact that his mother forced that time to be something akin to torture was a nonstop source of irritation. I tried to push my weariness out of my head and focus on cooling down, but that lasted only a minute or two because a folded square of paper fluttered over my head and landed at my feet, causing me to stir from my restful stance.

      I glanced over my shoulder but didn’t immediately see anyone behind me. I was blocking two tanks and it was obvious I had no intention of moving, so people opted to skirt around me rather than try to force me to move.

      I bent over and snagged the note. It was folded twice, and one simple statement took up the entire scrap of paper: Meet me at The Domino Club at ten.

      I furrowed my brow, confused. This time when I searched the room I took special care, my heart skipping a beat when my gaze landed on a familiar figure by the exit door. Russell Warren. The apartment fire hero. He was here ... and watching me. He remained where he was long enough to make sure I saw him and then disappeared into the crowd.

      Instead of being excited, which normally would have been my way, a cool sense of dread washed over me as I considered my grandfather’s statement from the night before. Perhaps I really was in over my head with these people. It wasn’t the first time (and certainly wouldn’t be the last) that I found myself in an untenable predicament.

      Still, it was the other thing my grandfather said that threatened to overwhelm me. The part about Eliot being a target should these men decide to move. That was the part I couldn’t wrap my head around.

      “Son of a ... !” I swore viciously under my breath. “This is starting to get out of hand.”

      I was talking to no one in particular, but that didn’t stop multiple voices inside my head from agreeing. Yup. I’d totally fouled up this one. It was going to take some work — and a little luck — to get myself out of it.
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      “And why don’t you want to go to Partridge Creek with us?”

      Eliot was suspicious after we returned home. I drew myself a lukewarm bath in the jetted tub off our master bathroom and immediately climbed in after shedding my sweaty clothes. His mother recused herself to the basement to watch television, giving us a few minutes of much-needed alone time.

      “I don’t feel well,” I replied. I’d been working on a way to get out of whatever outing Maggie had planned for the evening during our final hour at the zoo. There was essentially only one way to do it. Eliot would figure out something was wrong if I didn’t give in and embrace my aversion to heat. He would be suspicious otherwise. It was go big on the potential heatstroke or be forced to head to the mall. “Oh. So much better.” I pressed my eyes shut as I reclined in the chilly water.

      Eliot sat on the ledge next to the tub, idly trailing his fingers through the water as he regarded me. “I don’t understand how you can enjoy a cold bath.”

      “It’s not cold cold. It’s not as if there are ice cubes in here, although I wouldn’t be opposed if you wanted to get some.”

      “You’ll cool down in a few minutes.” Eliot pressed the back of his hand to my forehead. “You really are warm. I forget how much you hate extreme temperatures sometimes. Do you feel sick?”

      “My stomach is upset and I want to crawl into bed.” That wasn’t a lie. Ever since reading the note and seeing the person who had delivered it I’d felt nauseated to the point I begged off when Eliot offered to buy ice cream on our way out of the zoo. That was his first real clue that I wasn’t feeling myself. Sure, only part of that was because of the weather, but I rationalized that what he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him. “I can’t go to the mall. It’ll be hot there, too.”

      “My mother has her heart set on going to Brio. She loves Italian food.”

      “There’s no reason you can’t take her.”

      “I believe there’s a rule — number one in the relationship handbook — that says I need to stick close when my beloved is sick.”

      I opened one eye. “Beloved?”

      “That didn’t sound as ridiculous in my head.”

      “Well, at least you’re aware it sounds stupid.”

      “I am,” Eliot agreed. “If you’re sick, I think I should be with you. What happens if you need to go to the hospital or something?”

      Oh, geez. If he was trying to make me feel guilty he was doing a marvelous job. “I won’t need to go to the hospital.”

      “Heatstroke is a real thing.”

      “Yes, but I don’t have heatstroke.” I was reasonably sure that was true. “I simply don’t take heat well. I have no idea why, but it’s a regular occurrence for me. You don’t have to worry. Once this headache goes away and the stomachache fades, I’ll be back to my normal self.”

      “Still, I don’t want to leave you.”

      Now he was just getting on my nerves. “Your mother does not want to sit here all night. I thought the plan was to take her to the outdoor mall, let her shop to her heart’s content, take her to Brio and then go to a movie. She wants to see that artsy chick flick. I heard her mention it.”

      Eliot’s forehead puckered. “This isn’t some elaborate plan to get out of seeing that movie, is it?”

      “No.” I’d rather die than see that movie, but this was an elaborate plan to get out of the house and visit the speakeasy. Everything else was gravy. “I seriously don’t feel well. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize.” Eliot’s annoyance flashed as he rubbed his fingers over my forehead. “I shouldn’t have made you go to the zoo. All I could think about was keeping my eyes on you so you didn’t run off chasing mobsters and get hurt. Instead, I made you sick.”

      “You didn’t make me sick. Ninety-eight-degree temperatures and eighty-five percent humidity made me sick.”

      “Yeah, well, I still don’t like it.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “You’re still warm even though you’re sitting in that freaking cold bath. It’s unbelievable. Is this a family thing?”

      “Not that I know of. Although, Grandpa is a bear, too, when the weather is like this.”

      “Oh, well, good.” Eliot forced a smile. “It’s reassuring to know I essentially fell in love with your grandfather.”

      “Isn’t it, though?”

      Eliot glanced at his watch and did some calculations in his head. “They only have a nine o’clock showing of that stupid chick movie. That means it will be midnight before we get home.”

      That was a timetable I could work with, although it might be tight. “Don’t hurry back on my account.”

      “Oh, it won’t simply be because of you. I’ll want to take a bath of my own — probably in gin — after seeing that movie.”

      I smirked. “It’s going well. It was a rough start, but your mother is coming around. I mean ... it seems like she’s coming around. She doesn’t hate me as much as she initially did.”

      “She never hated you.” Eliot rested his hand on top of my head. “Good grief. Even your hair is sweaty.”

      “It’s a gift.”

      “It’s a weird gift.”

      “Yeah, well, let’s talk about your mother rather than my penchant for sweating,” I suggested. “She seems happier than she did when she first arrived. That must be a relief.”

      “It is, but I really didn’t care if she was happy about our arrangement as much as I wanted her to accept it. That was the most important thing.”

      “And now?”

      “She likes you.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “No, she does.” Eliot’s smile was sly. “She absolutely loves your mother, too. Did I mention that she couldn’t stop talking about your mother the entire time we were in the reptile house? It was as if they were separated at birth or something. They really bonded.”

      “Are you trying to make me puke?”

      “No. I just found it funny.”

      “I actually saw it coming,” I admitted, sinking a bit lower in the water so it would cover my shoulders. I was starting to feel better, even though I had no intention of admitting anything of the sort to Eliot. I had a window in which to dig for information. I couldn’t lose it. “Maggie and Mom have a lot in common.”

      “I find that terrifying.”

      “I find it refreshing to know that mothers the world over can always find something to bond over,” I said. “I’m just glad your mother seems to be settling in. I was worried she would have an epic meltdown and order you to move back home.”

      “What makes you think she didn’t?”

      I opened both eyes and rubbed my cheek. “That first night? Is that what she did?”

      “I’m starting to think you really didn’t eavesdrop on that conversation. That seems so unlike you.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m nothing if not respectful of others’ privacy.”

      “That’s how I often think of you,” Eliot acknowledged. “Avery Shaw, respectful of privacy.”

      I barked out a laugh, cringing when my stomach flipped to the point I felt sick again. “Ugh. Remind me of how I feel right now when I suggest an outing in a heatwave next summer.”

      “I will.” Eliot leaned forward and brushed a kiss against my forehead. “I’ll get some water and aspirin and put them by the bed. I’ll also charge your phone to make sure you don’t miss the texts I’m going to send to check on you.”

      “Okay.” I closed my eyes. “I’ll think of you while I’m watching Netflix in bed and you’re watching the prestige chick flick.”

      Eliot chuckled. “You’re a terrible person.”

      “I have my moments.”

      

      I WASN’T STUPID ENOUGH to visit the speakeasy without backup. I considered calling Marvin, but he wouldn’t be able to contain himself if he ran into politicians at the underground bar. Besides that, he was recognizable. If people saw us together they’d run in the other direction.

      My next choice was Lexie. She had an interesting ability to fit in seamlessly no matter the crowd. Once, when she moved to Florida for a year to live with her father, she became heavily invested in the Cuban community. She even picked up a fake accent that she shed the moment she returned to Michigan. She wasn’t always the smartest kid in the class, but she was most likely to survive an apocalypse, and that’s exactly what I needed this evening.

      Unfortunately for me, I didn’t realize Carly was taking a class at Lexie’s yoga studio when I placed the call, so I had two expectant faces waiting when I opened the front door to leave shortly before eight.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      Carly was dressed to impress in a cocktail shift that showed off her expanding bump. She didn’t smile at my greeting. “What’s your problem?”

      “I don’t have a problem,” I said hurriedly. “I simply had no idea that you were coming along for the ride.”

      “I’m part of this investigative trio. We’re like Nancy Drew, but with better hair and wardrobe options, and we can swear without ticking off a large readership of tweens.”

      “I’ve never really looked at it that way,” I said wryly. “It’s an interesting observation. You can’t come.”

      Carly balked. “Excuse me? Who are you to say I can’t visit a hip and happening underground club? I’m still as young and fresh as I ever was.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose to ward off a returning headache. I managed to shake the one associated with my humidity fatigue an hour before. It was coming back with a vengeance. “You can’t come.”

      “I’m coming!”

      “I’m not trying to cut you out of an adventure,” I argued, changing tactics. “I’m not trying to be the big bad guy in the story you’re whipping up in your head even as we speak. You can’t come because it’s dangerous.”

      Carly narrowed her eyes. “Dangerous how?”

      “We’re dealing with mobsters here.”

      “Tony Soprano or Michael Corleone?”

      “More like the guys who offed Hoffa and then hid his body so well no one ever found it,” I shot back, grim satisfaction rolling over me when Carly paled a shade or two. “These guys aren’t playing around, and I don’t think it’s smart for you to visit that club in your condition. What happens if you’re attacked?”

      “Do you really think that would happen?”

      “It’s not likely, but I’ve only visited this place during the day,” I replied. “I have no idea what to expect at night. Besides, the guy who dropped the note managed to follow me half the day without me realizing it. That means he was following me all day yesterday, because he had to know where we lived to recognize when to follow.”

      “I didn’t really think of that.” Carly tugged on her lower lip as she considered the conundrum. That allowed Lexie time to ask her own questions ... and lay a ton of grief at my feet.

      “If it’s so dangerous, why do you want me with you?” Lexie queried.

      “Because you aren’t afraid of danger and you’re more than willing to hop on a new adventure whenever the opportunity arises,” I replied without hesitation. “You’ve been shot at, threatened with a knife and arrested for hitting a pregnant woman with an umbrella. Whatever is going down at The Domino Club won’t faze you in the least.”

      Lexie brightened considerably. “You make a good point. I’m good when it comes to being a gangster.”

      “I’m fairly certain that’s not what I said.”

      “I’m good at being a gangster, too,” Carly argued, finding her voice. “Why don’t you want me to be a gangster with you? I was always your partner on stuff like this before ... well, before this.” She gestured toward her huge pregnancy belly.

      “If you want me to feel guilty, it won’t work,” I warned. “I’m not the one who got pregnant. That’s all on you. I can’t take you to a potentially dangerous club when you’re pregnant. I’m pretty sure that’s frowned upon.”

      “Now wait. Hold up.” Lexie raised a finger, her eyes gleaming as her brain kicked into overdrive. “I know you think it’s a bad idea to take Carly with us to the speakeasy, but I think you’re looking at it the wrong way.”

      Oh, well, I couldn’t wait to hear this. “And what way should I be looking at it?”

      “No one is going to threaten a pregnant woman,” Lexie answered, unruffled by my tone. “No one wants to be the jackass who is seen threatening a pregnant woman in public. If we take her, we’ll probably have an easier time navigating the club.”

      “See!” Carly waved her arms, victorious. “You need me. In fact, you’re not letting me go with you. I’m allowing you to come with me. Yeah. It’s not so funny when the shoe is on the other foot, is it?”

      “I’ve never gotten that expression,” I groused. “Aside from that, your analogy doesn’t make any sense. You can’t find the speakeasy without me, which means I’m clearly the one in control.”

      Carly’s smile faded. “Are you really willing to die on this hill?”

      “I ... what?”

      “It’s a war term,” Lexie explained helpfully. “Strategically, warring factions always tried to control a specific hill when battling. Carly is basically saying that you picked a hill you can’t defend for this argument.”

      I glared at my cousin. “I know what she meant.” Honestly, I had no idea where she was going with the terminology.

      “Then why did you ask?”

      “I ... .” Ugh! I shook my head to dislodge my fury. I didn’t have time to waste on a ridiculous argument like this. It was time to put my foot down. “I don’t want to leave you out, Carly. I hate it when I have to go on a mission without you. I even feel guilty at times because you melt down when you find out about it. That doesn’t mean you can come with me tonight.

      “I’m sorry, you’re not coming,” I continued, firm. I grabbed my keys from the console table. “This is not an adventure for pregnant chicks. You need to go home and dip some pickles in ice cream or something.”

      Carly’s eyes were glittery slits when I risked a look in her direction. “Is that so?”

      I refused to back down even though I could feel the fear bubbling in my stomach. “I’m afraid so. I’m making the rules tonight. There’s nothing you can do to change it. So ... suck it up. I’m in charge and I have a specific plan. You’re not part of that plan.”

      “We’ll just see about that.”
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      The Domino Club was packed with people, so many that the air conditioning unit was having trouble keeping up. I was irritated the minute I walked through the door, and that was only compounded by the fact that Carly started complaining before we even found a table.

      “This place is ridiculous.”

      Oh, yeah. In the end, Carly won. I couldn’t fight the fact that she was pregnant and could call up tears on a whim. Ultimately I gave in because I had limited time.

      “You didn’t have to come,” I reminded her as I threw myself into a chair and glared.

      Carly huffed out her annoyance. “Do you want me to cry again?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “If anyone asks why I’m crying I’m going to point the finger at you. If you think taking a pregnant woman to an underground club is stupid, just wait until you make that pregnant woman question her self-esteem. No one is going to be happy when I tell them I’m crying because you called me fat.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I didn’t call you fat!”

      “That’s not how I’m going to play it.”

      “Oh, man.”

      Lexie snickered as she took the spot between us, tugging off her small wrap and revealing a tiny top that put her rather impressive assets — seriously, she’s not even five feet tall and has double Ds that constantly make her look top heavy — on full display. “She’s got you over a barrel and you know it. You should probably let it go.”

      “You should let it go,” I shot back.

      “I’m not the one holding a grudge.”

      “Whatever.” I rolled my neck as I surveyed the room, frowning when I caught sight of a few familiar faces. “Good grief. That’s the lead investigator for the prosecutor’s office.”

      Carly followed my gaze. “Should he be in a club run by gangsters?”

      “Should anybody?”

      “I think we fit right in,” Carly argued primly. “No one has even noticed that I’m pregnant.”

      As if on cue, the waitress picked that moment to sidle up to our table. “What will it be? By the way, we don’t serve alcohol to pregnant women. We do have an awesome Shirley Temple if you’re interested.”

      Carly beamed. “I love Shirley Temples.”

      “Good.” The waitress flicked her eyes to me. “And you?”

      “I’ll have a Jack and Diet Coke.”

      “How classy,” the waitress drawled, shifting her eyes to Lexie. “How about you, honey? By the way, whoever did those things for you did a masterful job. They look real. Who’s your doctor?”

      It took Lexie a moment to realize what the waitress was insinuating. “These are real.” She grabbed her breasts for emphasis, giving them a good squeeze by way of proof. “I don’t need a doctor to enhance what I’ve already got.”

      “Then they’re even more impressive.”

      “They are,” Lexie agreed. “I’ll have Johnny Walker Blue Label, two fingers, on the rocks.”

      The waitress nodded, impressed. “You’ve got it. I’ll be back in a few minutes with your drinks.”

      I waited until she was gone to speak. “Just so you know, Lexie, you’re buying your own drinks.”

      “Oh, please.” Lexie made a disdainful sound in the back of her throat. “Why do you think I wore this shirt? I’m not paying for anything tonight.”

      “You seem awfully sure of yourself.”

      “Trust me.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” I trailed off when I caught sight of Phil Keane standing by the bar. He was talking to our waitress, their heads bent together as they discussed something they didn’t want others to hear. His gaze was slow and precise as it bounced across the room and ultimately landed on me. “Here we go,” I muttered, sitting straighter in my chair. “When this guy comes over here, let me do the talking.”

      “I think we should be the ones saying that to you,” Carly countered. “We know how to handle ourselves in social situations. You always make a scene.”

      “I never make a scene.”

      Carly arched a confrontational eyebrow. “I spent four years with you in college and know that’s not true. I could make a list if you’re having trouble remembering.”

      “I’m good.” I shot her a warning look before plastering a smile on my face as Phil made his way to our table. “Mr. Keane, it’s so good to see you again.”

      “I was about to say the same.” Phil’s smile was wide, but it didn’t make it all the way to his eyes. I could tell he wasn’t expecting me, which I considered a win. He took the open chair at our table and fixed a deliberately lazy look on his face as if he were indulging me. “So, to what do I owe the honor?”

      “Oh, well, I couldn’t get this place out of my mind,” I explained. “I had a night free and wanted to spend time with my friends. This was the first place that popped into my head.”

      “We strive to be memorable.”

      “And you succeed.”

      “We also pride ourselves on flying under the radar,” Phil added, his smile slipping. “I wasn’t aware that you planned to return after our last meeting ... and with guests no less.”

      I’d been expecting this. I was ready. “Yes, well, it’s not as if I brought cops or other reporters. I brought my cousin and best friend. Neither have any ties to groups that could threaten you. Of course, you already have a prosecutor, two city councilmen and the city attorney hanging around tonight, so anyone I brought would naturally pale in comparison.”

      Phil’s smile was completely eradicated by this point. “Listen here ... .”

      “No, you listen,” I cut him off. “We just want to relax and have a few drinks. We want to do it in a place where I won’t risk running into people I know. Granted, I do know a few people in here, but they won’t say anything because this place is like Fight Club. No one speaks about it, so it doesn’t exist.”

      Phil blinked several times in surprise. “I ... well ... I guess that’s true.”

      “It’s definitely true,” I agreed.

      “We don’t want to cause trouble,” Lexie added, batting her eyes for Phil’s benefit as she leaned closer to the table and showed off her huge chest for his benefit. “We just want to chill for an hour or so and then leave. That’s not so bad, is it?”

      “Of course not.” Phil swallowed hard, his eyes never moving from Lexie’s breasts. They were ridiculously impressive, almost mesmerizing. I couldn’t really blame him for being enamored. “I’m sorry if I seemed unwelcoming. That’s the last thing I want.”

      “We forgive you.” Lexie giggled. “We’re used to people wanting to kick Avery out of restaurants and bars. It happens all the time.”

      Hey! The only reason she was even here was because I invited her. “I rarely get kicked out of restaurants.”

      “She’s lying to cover,” Lexie said. “She can’t help herself. Just ignore her.”

      “And you’re her cousin?” Phil flushed with pleasure when Lexie winked at him. “You two look nothing alike.”

      “That’s because I don’t have boobs that could double as a flotation device during a water landing,” I groused.

      Lexie ignored the dig. “I am her cousin. We’re pretty close. In fact, she helped me open my yoga studio in Roseville. She’s my favorite cousin, even though she’s often embarrassing in social situations.”

      I would show her embarrassing. “Listen, while you’re here, I don’t suppose you have any further information on Jay Truman?” I opted to take control of the conversation. If I allowed Lexie to remain at the helm we would veer into unchartered waters and that was always a recipe for disaster.

      Phil didn’t bother to hide his surprise at the question. “I haven’t heard anything new since the last time I saw you. Why? Do you have information to share?”

      Hmm. That was interesting. He wanted to grill me as much as I wanted to hound him. “Just a few things, although I’m not sure what to make of them.”

      “And what have you discovered?”

      “Well, for starters, the sheriff’s department and fire chief are keeping the interesting reports under wraps,” I volunteered. “They only do that when they think something big is going down.” That wasn’t exactly true. I had no idea what information the departments had made public. It couldn’t hurt to rattle Phil’s cage, though.

      “What do you think they’re hiding?” He seemed legitimately interested. “Do you think something happened in that building that they don’t want the public to know about?”

      “Oh, most definitely. Whatever happened is tied to Jay Truman. I’m not sure how the fire started, but I’m guessing it was to cover up Jay’s murder.”

      “And how do you know Jay was murdered again?”

      “I have my sources.”

      “In the sheriff’s department?”

      “I have sources in multiple places,” I countered, avoiding answering the question directly. “I hear certain things.”

      “I hear things, too,” Phil said. “I haven’t heard that Jay’s death is being ruled a homicide. I would think the prosecutor’s office would know something about that.”

      That explained the investigator’s presence. “Not necessarily. The sheriff’s department only hands over information when it’s ready to take it to the next level. I don’t think they’re there yet.”

      “Interesting.” Phil stroked his chin. “Well, as we talked about the other day, Jay wasn’t exactly known for being a friendly guy. He didn’t have people watching out for him. In fact, it was quite the opposite. He had enemies at every corner.”

      “Were you his enemy?”

      “Not always.”

      That was a fabulous non-answer if I ever heard one. “You didn’t kill him, right?”

      Phil’s smile was indulgent rather than insulted. “Of course not.”

      “Did you pay to have someone kill him?”

      “Ms. Shaw, I can assure you, if I wanted Jay dead, I would do it myself,” Phil supplied. “To be fair, I would’ve happily helped him shuffle off the mortal coil if the opportunity arose. But given our past, I would be one of the prime suspects from the start. Why would I want to risk something like that for so little gain? It’s not as if Jay was a presence in my life. He hadn’t been for a very long time.”

      He made a compelling argument. Still, I wasn’t sure I believed him. “You must have an idea who wanted to kill him. You ran in the same circles for years.”

      “Yes. That’s how I know everyone wanted to kill him. I have no idea who finally arranged to make it happen – if that’s really the case, and I’m not convinced it is – but I’m hardly surprised.” Phil slowly rose to his feet. “Now, however enlightening I find your company, I really have to see to my other guests. Please, have a few drinks and enjoy your evening. I’ve taken care of your tab so you can leave once you’ve had your fill.”

      I managed a smile, although it was probably more of a grimace. “I appreciate your hospitality.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      

      IT WAS ALMOST TEN when I excused myself from the table to hit the bathroom. Russell was due to make his appearance soon. I’d fended off five texts from Eliot — who really hated that artsy-fartsy movie — and was anxious to talk to the reluctant hero before making my escape.

      I pulled up short when I caught sight of a face in the mirror behind the bar. Even though the man it belonged to sat with his back to me, I could see his reflection and he didn’t look any happier to see me than I was to see him. I considered approaching and making a scene, but something about the way he was dressed told me that was a really bad idea.

      Instead I grabbed my phone from my pocket, clicked “Derrick” on the contact list, and started texting.

      What are you doing here?

      I sent the message and watched as Derrick scowled at the buzzing in his pocket. He pulled out his phone, stared at the screen, and shook his head.

      I can’t answer that, he typed back. You shouldn’t be here.

      That was rich coming from him. I’m digging for information.

      So am I. Go away.

      You go away. I was here first.

      That’s not true. I saw you come in with my sister and Carly. Tell Lexie to put her boots away. It’s embarrassing.

      Boots? I was confused. Then I realized it was a typo. I can’t control her boobs any better than you can. You tell her to put them away. Just make sure you actually use the right word.

      Stupid autocorrect. I’m not kidding about you leaving. Get out of here.

      Oh, if only that was a possibility. I’ll get out of here when I feel like leaving. Until then, stay on your side of the bar. If Phil puts it together that we know each other, it won’t go well.

      I’m not stupid. I’ve already figured that out myself.

      Then we have nothing to worry about. I was close to shoving my phone back in my pocket before I decided to send one more message. I’m going to be all over you for what you’re hiding come tomorrow. You’d better prepare yourself.

      I won’t be accepting calls.

      Then I’ll show up in person. That’s always fun.

      Just go away. Derrick’s face was red with anger when I glanced at the mirror again. I can’t believe you’re here.

      That made two of us.

      I left Derrick to fume on his stool and made a quick visit to the bathroom. When I opened the door to exit, I found Russell standing on the other side, an expectant look on his face.

      “What took you so long?”

      “Excuse me?” I glanced up and down the hallway to make sure we were alone. “I’ve been here for hours.”

      “I know. I’ve been watching you. I meant in the bathroom.”

      “Hey, I can’t control that. When you have to pee, you have to pee.”

      “Lovely.” Russell took me by surprise when he shoved a folder in my hand. “Take that and go. Don’t look over your shoulder. Don’t say goodbye to Keane. Just ... go.”

      I wrinkled my forehead. “What is it?”

      Russell stopped me from opening the file with a firm headshake. “You need to go now. You can look through it later. I didn’t kill Jay Truman. I know you think I did, but you’re mistaken.”

      “You were at the apartment complex,” I pressed. “You were on the seventeenth floor.”

      “That doesn’t mean I killed him.”

      I wasn’t ready to let it go. “If you weren’t there for him, why were you there?”

      “That’s none of your business.” Russell’s patience frayed. “I don’t have to justify my actions to you. You’re not in control of this situation. In fact, you’re so far out of control that you may never right yourself.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “It’s a warning. You don’t belong here. You don’t belong in this place. You don’t understand — I can see that — but hopefully this file will make you see things more clearly.”

      “And what will this prove?” I waved the file for emphasis. “Is there proof that you’re not a killer in here?”

      “I can’t prove that to you,” Russell countered. “But it doesn’t matter. I’ve already stayed too long. Look through the file. More importantly, get out of here. It’s still early enough that you can slip away without a fight. Whatever you do, don’t come back.”

      I wanted to argue further but it was clear that Russell had no intention of answering additional questions. “Fine. How can I get in touch with you?”

      “You can’t. Our association ends here.”

      “I think we should keep it going for a bit longer.”

      “And I don’t care what you want. This is it. I’ve given you all I can. From now on, you’re on your own.” With those words, he spun on his heel and headed for the back door.

      “Wait!”

      He didn’t even glance over his shoulder before pushing open the door and disappearing into the night. He was gone so fast it almost felt as if he had never been there.

      This story was getting weirder with each passing moment. I could barely keep up.
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          25 Twenty-Five

        

      

    

    
      Eliot’s texts told me he was still trapped in the boring movie, so I took my time returning home. I parked in the garage, kicked my shoes off by the door and dropped my keys on the counter. I was adept enough at covering my tracks that I remembered to grab my shoes so I could slide them in the closet and not incur questions from Eliot about why I needed dressy sandals when I was supposed to be sick. I also had ideas for a long bath (this one in hot water) dancing through my head. I pulled up short in the living room.

      I hadn’t turned on the light in the great room, though things were backlit thanks to the overhead fixture I’d left on in the kitchen. That allowed me to see a hint of movement, representative of a man sitting in one of the chairs. It was so dark it was impossible to make out any features.

      Holy crap! Someone was in my house!

      I remained rooted to my spot for what felt like forever, and then I instinctively took a step back. Eliot insisted on a security system when we moved into the house and there was an emergency button on it, which meant all I had to do was make it back to the panel in the hallway by the garage door and then, hopefully, the intruder would be frightened away by the noise.

      “Where are you going?”

      I jolted at the voice. I recognized it. “Eliot?”

      More movement and then the floor lamp on the side of the chair flicked on to reveal Eliot’s furious countenance. He looked ready to engage in an epic battle, which was the last thing I wanted.

      “Were you expecting someone else?” Eliot asked dryly.

      A myriad of thoughts went through my head. The first was that he was a righteous jerk for trying to scare me. The second was that I needed to think up a lie to cover my tracks, and I needed to do it fast. The third was that he already knew at least some of the truth, so lying would only get me in deeper.

      I wasn’t sure which instinct to go with.

      “What are you doing sitting here in the dark?” I asked finally. “You scared the crap out of me. I thought I was about to get robbed ... or worse.”

      Eliot shook his head as he regarded me. “I don’t ever want you to be frightened in your own home.”

      “So ... why were you sitting in the dark?”

      “Because I didn’t want the lights to tip you off that I was here … and waiting.” Eliot’s tone was reasonable — almost freakishly so — but there was a chill in it that worried me down to my marrow. “I figured if you saw the lights you would find someplace to park and then think up a lie. I wanted to see your face when you came in.”

      “Oh, well ... .” I had no idea what to say to him. “You’re gearing up to yell, aren’t you?”

      “No. I mean ... should I?” Unfortunately for me, the anger I thought I saw on initial glance was slowly giving way to hurt. That was worse than anger. “You’re an adult. I’m not your keeper. You can do what you want. That’s the way you live your life.”

      “I ... not really,” I hedged, hating how remote he sounded. “If I did everything I ever wanted I would’ve been locked in prison years ago.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “I ... don’t know how to make you feel better.” That was the truth, though it almost hurt to acknowledge. “Why are you here so early? I thought you were watching a movie with your mother.”

      “Clearly. That’s why you snuck out of the house, all gussied up, and did whatever it is you did tonight.”

      I glanced down at my outfit. Unlike Lexie and Carly, I didn’t dress up for our outing. I opted for simple khaki capris and a black top. “I’m not gussied up. That’s a weird word, by the way.”

      “For you, that is gussied up,” Eliot shot back. “Where were you? Did you have a date or something?”

      He couldn’t be serious. “Is that what you think?”

      “What am I supposed to think? I left the theater early — arranged for an Uber for Mom because she was determined to see that stupid movie no matter what — and came home to take care of my sick girlfriend. I was worried about her. I wanted to take care of her.”

      Oh, man. This was spiraling. “Eliot, I felt better so I decided to go out with Carly and Lexie. I wasn’t on a date. I can’t believe you’d think that.”

      Eliot steepled his fingers as he regarded me. “Where did you go?”

      I was caught. I’d been edging around the truth for days. Eliot didn’t have a lot of relationship ground rules he expected me to abide by, but the biggie was truth. He hated when I lied. I wasn’t a big fan of it myself. Sometimes, though, it was necessary.

      In the harsh light of his obvious hurt, it became glaringly obvious that I erred when choosing to lie this time. “You’re not going to like what I have to tell you,” I warned, sliding around the couch so I could sit. “It’s going to make you really angry, although not because I had a date. It kind of bugs me that you said that.”

      “There are so many things that bug me about what you’ve done this evening that I don’t know where to start, Avery,” Eliot challenged. “I want the entire story, from the start, and I don’t want any of your nonsense.”

      “I never speak nonsense.”

      “Avery!” Eliot’s voice was a deep growl. “I am at my limit here.”

      I could see he spoke the truth. That meant it was time for me to start doing the same. I had no choice. I had to make things right with him. “Okay. I’m going to tell you. I want you to refrain from commenting and telling me how stupid you think I am until I’m done. Do you think you can do that?”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Great.” I rubbed my sweaty palms over my knees. “So, the thing is, there’s a lot of weird stuff going on. I think I might be in over my head, and you know how hard it is for me to admit that.”

      Eliot remained immovable.

      “Right. Here we go.” I swallowed hard and then launched into my tale. I did what he asked and started at the beginning, then moved chronologically through the story. By the time I was done his face was red with disbelief and anger, and I could do nothing but brace myself for an explosion. I was certain he would start screaming to the point that the neighbors — who are seriously out to get us because they found out I don’t want to be a member of their book club — would call the police.

      Instead of yelling, though, he gripped the arms of the chair and glared. “I can’t believe you kept all this from me.”

      “Technically I kept very little from you,” I argued. It was time to make my move if I didn’t want this to drag out over days rather than hours. “I told you most of what I was doing, although I might have played it down a bit.”

      Eliot’s eyebrows winged up. “A bit?”

      “Just a little bit.” I held my thumb and index finger about an inch apart. “Just a tiny, tiny bit.”

      “You are clearly trying to make my head explode,” Eliot snapped. “Why wouldn’t you tell me this from the beginning?”

      “Why do you think?”

      “Because you obviously don’t trust me.”

      I made an exaggerated face. “Oh, that’s not it and you know it,” I spat. “I didn’t tell you because your mother is here and she’s your priority. You wanted certain things from this visit. Telling you would’ve ensured that you didn’t get what you wanted.”

      Eliot blinked, his face blank. He seemed confused. “What?”

      I committed to the course of action. “Grandpa and I had a talk the day your mother arrived. I was doing that panicking thing you hate and was dreading your mother’s arrival. I explained how I’d gutted the basement and tried to hide my stuff to pretend I was someone else. He said that was idiotic.”

      “I believe I told you that, too,” Eliot said dryly.

      “You did,” I confirmed. “But he added a little something extra to his explanation. He said that I did it because I was trying to do right by you. He said I was trying to put your happiness ahead of my own, and while I picked an idiotic way to do it, it was still growth and he was proud.”

      “He said he was proud of you for trying to be someone you weren’t?” Eliot was understandably dubious. “Why don’t I believe that?”

      “Because that’s not what he said. He said he was proud that I was trying so hard to do right by you.”

      Eliot licked his lips as he rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “What?”

      “You’re so earnest right now — and you’re almost never earnest — that it’s hard to stay angry.”

      Hope washed through me. “I say go with the urge and let the anger recede with the tide.”

      Eliot narrowed his dark eyes. “I said it was hard to stay angry, not impossible.”

      Weariness finally caught up with me and I sighed. This wasn’t the way I saw my evening going. I thought I would draw a hot bath and wait for Eliot there, that we would get to spend a bit of time together alone and then crawl into bed. I did not have a big fight in mind when I pictured any of it.

      “I’m sorry.” It was a simple statement, but I meant it. “I never want to hurt you, and I think I did that. It’s just ... I’m used to covering my tracks. I’ve been forced to do it since I was a kid. I keep forgetting you’re okay with me being ... well, me.”

      “I am okay with you being you as long as you don’t lie,” Eliot challenged. “I can’t stand it when you lie. I’m not your mother. I don’t see why you feel the need to lie to me.”

      I threw up my hands, frustrated. “It’s habit. I lie to my mother all the time to get her off my back. I lie to Fish to get the assignments I want. I lie to politicians to lull them into a false sense of security. I don’t want to lie to you. Sometimes I simply fall into bad habits.”

      Eliot worked his jaw as he regarded me. “So, let me get this straight,” he said finally. “You lie to me because you forget to tell the truth. Is that what you’re saying?”

      I shrugged, noncommittal. “I do the best I can.”

      “Geez.” Eliot pinched the bridge of his nose and stared at the ceiling. “You are one of kind. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “You just did, which means I believe it.”

      “Ugh.” Eliot shook his head. I could practically feel the frustration seeping from his pores. “We have come a long way since we started this relationship. At the beginning, I was convinced we wouldn’t be able to make it work even though I was drawn to you in a way I couldn’t explain. You were too set in your ways. I didn’t think there was room in your world for me.”

      My heart constricted. “You don’t still think that, do you?”

      “No.” He leaned forward and stared hard into my eyes. “I think you are doing your very best ... at least most of the time. I think you’re trying. I also think you’re growing. But the lying is not allowed.

      “You can lie to your mother — I actually encourage that because she can’t seem to handle the truth most of the time — and you can lie to the rest of your family,” he continued. “You can lie to your boss ... and your co-workers ... and everyone else in your life. No more lying to me.”

      “What if I have to lie because you’ll try to stop me from chasing a story if I tell the truth?”

      Eliot barked out a laugh so raucous it took me by surprise. “Only you would come right out and ask something like that.”

      “It’s a viable question,” I persisted. “We both know there are going to be times when I’m going to have to lie. I can’t change who I am, which means chasing stories you might find dangerous. You can’t change who you are, which means yelling when I try to cover those stories. I’m always going to opt to lie to avoid a fight with you. I can’t help it. It’s human nature.”

      Eliot pursed his lips. “See, that right there is the truth I’m looking for. I asked for something you’re incapable of doing and you admitted it to me. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but you stuck to your guns. I can’t find fault with that.”

      “So I’m free to lie to you when investigating a story you won’t like?” I was hopeful. “That’s going to make my life a lot easier.”

      “No, you are not free to lie to me. You need to realize that I’m going to be angry when you lie, and we’re going to argue.”

      “I’ve already resigned myself to that.”

      “Good.” He licked his lips and briefly pressed his eyes shut. “I feel like an old man around you sometimes.”

      I took a chance and moved from the couch to his lap, moving his arms so I could slide into the chair with him. I was sincere when I leaned close and rested my forehead against his cheek. “I don’t lie to hurt you. I lie because sometimes I so desperately need to find answers that my head goes wonky until I find what I’m looking for. I’m not always in control of the instinct.”

      “I know.” Eliot stroked his hand down the back of my head, the gesture soft until he reached the end of my hair and then he gave it a good tug. “You are limited to one lie a month.”

      The change in his demeanor threw me. “What?”

      “You heard me.” Eliot’s lips curved as he warmed to the idea. “Yeah, this is good. You can lie to your family and others as much as you want. I don’t care about that. With me, though, you can only lie once a month.”

      He had to be joking. “But ... that’s a lot of pressure. What happens if I use up my one lie and then need it later in the month? Can I bank the lies?”

      “No. Use them or lose them.”

      “But ... .” His plan slipped into place in my head. “It’s kind of genius from your perspective. If I use my lie in the first week then I’m stuck for the rest of the month. If I hoard it, which will be my instinct, I could possibly lose it because nothing I need to lie about might pop up.”

      “Yup.”

      “You are diabolical.”

      “I am merely a man trying to work with what he’s got.” Eliot tipped my head so he could stare into my eyes. “We need this. You have to agree. I know it’s difficult for you, but the fear I felt when walking into this house and finding you gone was almost too much to bear. The anger that followed could’ve swallowed us both whole.”

      He had a point. We both knew it. “Okay. Fine. I’ll figure it out.”

      “Thank you.” He leaned in and kissed my forehead. “How are you feeling otherwise?”

      “It’s been a long night. I have to go through that file Russell Warren gave me. There’s obviously something in there I’m supposed to see.”

      “We’ll do that together.”

      I tilted my head to the side, surprised. “So ... you’re going to help me?”

      Eliot nodded. “You’re in too deep to get out now. We have to figure it out. We’re going to do it as a team.”

      Relief washed over me, cool and soothing. “Thank you. I think I need your brain.”

      “Yes, well, that’s why I’m here. We should probably move this into the bedroom and shut the door before my mother gets back. I don’t want to explain it to her.”

      I couldn’t blame him, and still ... . “So, just so I’m clear, lying to your mother is fine. Lying to you is a spank-worthy event.”

      Eliot snickered. “Basically. Although spanking wasn’t really what I had in mind by way of punishment.”

      “What were you thinking?”

      “Every time you break the lie code, you have to eat vegan for a month.”

      Horror smacked me across the face, rammed itself down my throat and then settled into an uncomfortable ball in the pit of my stomach. “You really are diabolical.”

      “I had a lot of time to think while waiting for you to come home.”

      “Well, that’s good. I need your big brain to help me go through this stuff.” I planted a kiss on the corner of his mouth. “Are we okay?”

      He nodded. “We are. You’re in trouble for not telling me about that speakeasy, though. I can’t believe you kept that to yourself.”

      “Hey, you’re the investigator,” I reminded him. “You should’ve already known it was there.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Eliot pushed me to my feet. “Grab your stuff and go into the bedroom. I need to get my truck. I parked it on the side street so you wouldn’t see it.”

      Oh, well, that explained that. “That was kind of a lie. That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Don’t push me.”

      “I figured it was too soon.”

      “Definitely too soon.”
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          26 Twenty-Six

        

      

    

    
      Eliot and I were up late. We spent a lot of time talking about the information in the file Russell supplied me with. We weren’t sure what to make of it.

      “He’s pointing the finger at Phil Keane,” Eliot said as we got ready the next morning, his hair wet from the shower as he splashed aftershave on his face. “That’s what I take from the information.”

      “I do, too,” I agreed as I ran a flat iron over my hair. It was probably a wasted effort because the humidity was supposed to be off the charts again, but it was habit. “Do you understand what’s in that packet?”

      Eliot shrugged. “Maybe.”

      I waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, my temper came out to play. “Do you want to share with the class?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. I think I’m still punishing you.”

      My mouth dropped open. “That’s not fair! We made up — both last night and more extensively this morning. The punishment is over until I lie again.”

      “I didn’t agree to that.”

      “Well, you should have.”

      “Just because you believe that, doesn’t mean I agree.”

      “Eliot ... .” I was frustrated. He was supposed to be over this by now.

      “Avery, we agreed to a new relationship standard. I have the right to still be angry about what went down last night, which happened to break our old relationship standard.”

      I wanted to argue, but he wasn’t wrong. “Fine.” I blew out a sigh. “Don’t help me. I thought you would want to do it because you’re so smart, but clearly I was wrong. I’ll just figure it out myself ... and take on the danger myself.” When Eliot didn’t immediately respond, I raised my eyes to the mirror and found him glaring. “What?”

      “You’re very good at manipulating people. I’ve known that since we met, and yet you still manage to amaze me every once in a while.”

      “I have to use the gifts at my disposal. I don’t have a choice about figuring this out any longer. I’m too involved and drawing attention. That means I have to chase this until the end. If you don’t want to help, I understand. Clearly, you have more important things to do.”

      “Yup. You’re good at that.” Eliot shook his head. “I’ll help you. We both know it. As for what’s in that file, I want to do some checking. I have a few ideas.”

      “I’d love to hear them.”

      “Then we’ll talk ... but over breakfast. I promised my mother we’d take her to a nice brunch. That’s one of her favorite things to do at home, go to brunch. I made reservations at a restaurant on Hall Road, so we’ll take the file with us, hit the buffet and then see what we come up with.”

      I didn’t have any better options, so I reluctantly agreed. “It had better be a good brunch.”

      “It’s renowned throughout the county. They have prime rib and an entire table of desserts.”

      “Prime rib for breakfast?”

      “They have other stuff, too. I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “I wasn’t complaining about the prime rib. I was merely curious.”

      “You should eat a lot of it because you’re looking down the barrel of a vegan lifestyle.”

      I glowered at him. “That is not funny.”

      “It’s kind of funny. Do you know my favorite thing about all of this? Your future is completely in your hands, so it’s up to you whether you’ll be forced to start eating bean curd and meat substitute products.”

      Oh, well, now he was just being mean. “Let’s gather your mother and go. I want to hear your ideas.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      

      THE RESTAURANT WAS BUSTLING with activity, which surprised me. I couldn’t understand why people were purposely up this early on a Sunday morning. Still, the food offerings were amazing, and I was happy for a new adventure.

      Once we were all settled around the table, Maggie decided to wade into the churning waters of our relationship and ask the obvious question.

      “Have you guys been fighting?”

      “No,” I automatically answered.

      “Yes.” Eliot bobbed his head. “We had a big argument last night but we’re mostly over it now. I am considering punishing Avery a bit further, but I’m still thinking about it.”

      “Uh-huh.” Maggie sipped her tea as she regarded us. “You guys are kind of a weird couple, aren’t you?”

      “Being normal is boring,” I replied. “As for us arguing, I’ve apologized, and Eliot is being magnanimous in victory. He won’t punish me further. He’s too big of a person for that.”

      “That was good, Trouble,” Eliot noted as he cut into his pancakes. “It won’t work, but it was very good. I can see why you’ve gotten away with murder most of your life.”

      “That’s a gross exaggeration.”

      “I think you should eat your prime rib,” Eliot countered before focusing on his mother. “How was the movie last night?”

      “Lovely.” Maggie’s smile was benign. “It’s going to win awards. Just you wait.”

      “I’m glad you liked it.”

      “It would’ve been better if you were with me so I didn’t have to see it alone, but I’m over it. I get that Avery is the most important person in your life now and that I’m a second-class citizen. I’m fine with it.”

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. “And you say I’m good,” I snickered after a beat.

      “She’s good, too,” Eliot agreed. “You have that in common.”

      “I’m just glad Avery is feeling better,” Maggie prattled on. “I was worried she was really sick. But when I saw the dress shoes on the living room floor when I came in last night, I figured she got over her ailment quickly.”

      Crap! I knew I’d forgotten something. “Um ... .”

      “We’re not going to get into this,” Eliot said smoothly. “Avery and I had a long talk last night. We’ve come to a new agreement, and I think it’s going to be one that I enjoy a great deal. In exchange, I’m going to help her figure out what’s going on with her mobsters.”

      Maggie’s eyes widened. “So, you’re joining the team?”

      Eliot slid her a sidelong look. “I wasn’t aware that you were part of the team.”

      “Of course, I am! I was part of the team before you even considered joining. That means I outrank you.”

      “I’ve been on this particular team for a year,” Eliot argued. “As for this specific investigation, I’m helping now. That means we need to discuss a few things, including the information Russell Warren handed over last night.”

      “Wait ... what?” Maggie was flabbergasted. “You met with that guy last night? Is that who you got dressed up for?”

      I didn’t like where this line of questioning was going. “I didn’t get dressed up.”

      “You wore shoes other than Converse or your Nike comfort slides,” Eliot countered. “That’s dressing up.”

      “Not even close. You should’ve seen what Carly and Lexie wore. Carly’s dress was so tight it looked as if she was smuggling a watermelon, and Lexie’s boobs were like this.” I held my hands in front of my chest so Eliot could get a proper picture. “She said she wasn’t going to pay for a drink all night, and she was right.”

      “I’m so glad I wasn’t there to witness that,” Eliot said dryly.

      Something occurred to me and I shifted gears fast. “Wait ... I left something out of my story. I forgot until now. I was so flustered when I found you in the living room I didn’t even think about it.”

      Eliot’s shoulders stiffened. “Am I going to want to hear about this?”

      “Yeah.” I was certain that was true. “I forgot to tell you about the best part.”

      “I was there for the best part. It happened in our bedroom.”

      Maggie was scandalized. “Eliot!” She slapped his knee under the table. “It is not appropriate to talk about things like that on Sunday ... and at brunch.”

      Eliot was unruffled. “It’s not as if I explained it in detail.”

      “It’s still inappropriate.”

      “Yeah, Eliot,” I teased. “If you keep boasting like that you’ll need to be punished. Go and get him, Maggie.”

      “I was thinking you should both be punished,” Maggie countered. “Neither one of you is particularly respectful when it comes to certain things.”

      Whoops. This conversation was taking a turn I didn’t expect ... or need. “So, back to the best part of my story,” I prodded.

      “I definitely want to hear that,” Eliot supplied. “What did you forget to tell me?”

      “Derrick was there.”

      Whatever he was expecting, that wasn’t it. Eliot furrowed his brow. “Your cousin Derrick?”

      “Yup.”

      “What was he doing there?”

      “I don’t know, but he didn’t want me approaching him.” I ran down our brief exchange, even handing over my phone so Eliot could read the texts. When I was done, Eliot was perplexed.

      “He was undercover,” Eliot mused, rubbing his chin. “He didn’t want anyone tying you to him.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “I’m not sure what that means,” Maggie wondered. “Why would he be undercover in a bar?”

      “It’s not a real bar,” I explained. “It’s in this Prohibition-era house on the river. I did some research on the house after my first visit. It was built where it was so mobsters could smuggle whiskey from Canada up the river.”

      “I know what house you’re talking about,” Eliot said. “I’ve seen it before. It’s beautiful. I considered trying to find out who owned it when we started looking for a house, but then I thought better of it. We don’t need that much space — although the river is nice — and older homes come with issues; a lot of them are electrical. I didn’t want to deal with that.”

      “Even if you decided otherwise, I guarantee that Phil Keane isn’t going to sell that place,” I offered. “He’s turned it into something of a status symbol. I’m not joking. It’s got this big wrought iron fence at the front so it looks like a regular house, and then, in the back, the door looks normal. It’s kind of like having a walkout basement the way it’s set up. It’s not until you go inside that you realize it’s a bar.”

      “And how did you find out about it again?” Eliot asked.

      Uh-oh. I’d left that little part out of my retelling. “Um ... I forget.” I stared at the wall over Eliot’s shoulder and shoved a huge forkful of prime rib mixed with scrambled eggs into my mouth.

      Eliot grabbed my plate before I could react.

      “Hey!”

      “You’ve already used your monthly lie,” Eliot reminded me. “It’s time to go vegan.”

      That sounded like the worst thing ever. “Are you trying to starve me? There’s nothing vegan here.”

      “Probably not,” Eliot agreed. “It’s a shame because you haven’t sampled the desserts yet either.”

      “That’s mean.”

      “I can be meaner.”

      I saw he meant business, so I sucked in a breath and forced myself to relax. “I might have stopped by Andre’s house to see if he knew anything about Jay Truman and Sandusky Sanitation,” I admitted. “It was a very quick visit, and he pointed me toward the club.”

      Eliot’s eyes narrowed as his knuckles turned white at the edge of my plate. “You saw Andre?”

      “Who is Andre?” Maggie asked. “Is he another boyfriend Avery is far too friendly with?”

      “No,” Eliot replied, grim. “He’s a gangbanger who has taken a shine to Avery. He feeds her information without taking the time to think about how much trouble she could find with it.”

      “He’s not a gangbanger. I don’t like that word.”

      “What would you call him?”

      “A street philanthropist,” I answered automatically.

      Eliot stared at me for a long time. Then, to my utter surprise, he handed back my plate and merely shook his head. “I don’t even know why I argue with you.”

      “I ask myself that question at least once I week.” I sawed into my prime rib. “I needed information and I thought Andre was the easiest way to get it.”

      “Have you seen him since?”

      “No. He said he didn’t insert himself into battles between old white dudes.”

      “That’s probably smart on his part,” Eliot muttered. “As for why Derrick was at the club, I can see two options. The first is that the sheriff’s department heard word Keane was running an illegal club and this is an operation completely separate from the fire. The second is that Jake is circling the same information you are, but from a different direction.”

      “I think it’s more likely the latter,” I offered, my mouth full of food.

      Eliot grinned. “I’ve never loved you more than right now.” He scratched at the side of his mouth to prompt me to use my napkin. “You’re a sensuous eater, Trouble.”

      I swallowed before answering. “Everything I do is sensuous.”

      “Sadly, you’re like catnip to me. I have no idea how it happened, but there it is. As for your assertion about the sheriff’s department’s involvement with the club, I definitely think you’re right. Jake is looking for something bigger than a blind pig takedown. He’s watching Keane for a reason.”

      “Maybe the same reason Russell gave me that file last night.”

      “Maybe,” Eliot agreed. “Still, I need to go through that information more carefully. We were both tired last night. I need to look at everything with a fresh eye.”

      “I think that’s all we can do without more information,” I agreed. “In fact ... .” I lost my train of thought when I heard a familiar voice, snapping my head toward the door.

      A woman stood there, a child in front of her, and she looked downright unhappy as she gave the kid a hard shove.

      “Stop dragging your feet, Serafina! We don’t have time for your nonsense. I don’t understand why you can’t pick up the pace.”

      “What are you looking at?” Eliot asked, following my gaze. “Do you know them?”

      I nodded, mesmerized as Kendra Walsh berated the daughter I’d only seen her doting on until now. “That’s the woman who lost her kid in the fire.”

      “The kid that Russell saved?” Eliot’s expression was serious as he watched Kendra glare at the little girl, who looked afraid in the face of her mother’s wrath. “I’m no expert, but I thought mothers were supposed to spoil their kids rotten after almost losing them.”

      “I would’ve thought that, too,” I admitted. “That’s not the way she was acting at the apartment complex.”

      “How did she act?” Maggie asked. “I mean ... my first impression is that she’s not a nice woman. From the look on your face, I would guess you felt otherwise until now.”

      “I didn’t really think about it either way,” I said. “She was upset when the kid was gone, making a big deal about her being missing and demanding the firefighters find Serafina. When Russell came out carrying the kid, she screamed and carried on as if she’d just won the lottery.”

      Eliot’s gaze was keen when it connected with mine. “Do you think she did that to draw attention away from him?”

      “I don’t know. I wouldn’t have said that the day it happened.”

      “But now?”

      “Um ... .” I watched as Kendra viciously tugged on Serafina’s arm to drag her out of the restaurant. She didn’t so much as look in my direction during the entire exchange. “That doesn’t even seem like the same woman I met the day of the fire. Heck, the day after the fire she was going on and on about finding a new place that had a playground for Serafina, like that was the best thing in the world.”

      “Maybe she’s just having a bad day,” Maggie suggested. “I don’t condone the way she was acting, but it’s not unusual for a parent to have a bad day. Maybe that apartment fell through or she has a headache.”

      “Yeah.” Something about the entire situation — other than the obvious, of course — bothered me. I simply couldn’t put my finger on why. “Maybe we should run her, too when we get back to the house. I didn’t bother before because I didn’t think it was important, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “We’ll add her to the list,” Eliot agreed. “We need to start figuring out patterns and relationship chains. I think that’s what Russell was trying to point us toward in that file. That’s where we need to focus.”

      “We will.” I polished off my prime rib, drank the rest of my tomato juice and then eagerly rubbed my hands together. “I need dessert and more juice first.”

      Eliot’s smile was indulgent. “You’d better get it now because there’s a very good chance you’ll be going vegan before the end of the month.”

      I kicked his shin under the table. He was prepared and didn’t flinch. “You and I are going to fight if you keep threatening me with that.”

      “It’s not a threat. It’s a promise.”

      “It feels like a threat.”

      “Good. Maybe now you’ll think twice about lying to me.”

      “Oh, I’m definitely going to think twice.”

      “Then my work is already done.”
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      I was full enough that when we hit the parking lot I wanted to head home and change into stretchy pants — or at least unbutton my shorts. That changed when I realized Kendra and Serafina hadn’t yet left the restaurant.

      “Look.”

      Eliot followed where I pointed and frowned. Kendra was still dressing down the little girl, who was in tears, and she showed no signs of letting up. “Do you think we should say something?”

      That was a good question. “What? She’s not technically hurting the kid.”

      “No, but she’s acting like a jerk, and I feel bad for that kid.”

      I felt bad for the kid, too. I wasn’t generally a fan of any member of the munchkin brigade, but I’d never seen the kid act obnoxious to the point she deserved to be verbally abused. The problem was, it wasn’t as if Kendra was slapping her around ... or locking her in a hot car. If I said something, what would happen to the kid once she wasn’t in front of witnesses?

      “I think we should follow them,” Maggie announced as Kendra motioned for Serafina to get into a vehicle. “That way we can watch and make sure nothing happens to that little girl.”

      That was a thought. “She’s not going to attack her while driving,” I pointed out.

      “No,” Eliot agreed, jangling his keys, “but she might lead us to where she lives, and that information might come in handy down the road. We can watch the kid and glean information. I don’t see the harm in that.”

      I was glad he spoke up because I was trying to figure out a way to motivate him to do just that. “Yeah. Let’s follow her.” I moved toward Eliot’s truck, but Maggie stopped me when she reached for the passenger-side door.

      “Shotgun,” Maggie said automatically, causing me to scowl.

      “I don’t want to be in the back,” I whined. “I don’t like being locked in. What if I have to get out in a hurry?”

      “If you don’t get in right now, it won’t matter,” Eliot countered. “We won’t be able to follow.”

      “Fine.” My mood turned foul as I climbed into the back seat and fastened my seatbelt. “I won’t forget this. It’s like being trapped in a cage.”

      “I like it.” Eliot grinned as he slid his key into the ignition and met my furious gaze in the rear-view mirror. “I can’t remember the last time I had this much control over you.”

      “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “Too late.”

      That was exactly what I was afraid of.

      

      IT TURNED OUT THAT Kendra didn’t lead us to her apartment complex, which was a mild disappointment. Instead, she parked in front of a large house that boasted a sign on the front lawn. She had Serafina out of the car and was dragging her toward the front door before we even took up position on a side street a block over. Eliot found a spot where we could watch without being obvious.

      “Little Adventurers Daycare,” Maggie read the sign. “I didn’t know daycare centers were open Sundays.”

      “I think you can find just about any service you’re looking for these days if you pay the right price,” I said, narrowing my eyes as I waited for Kendra to return. “It seems weird to me.”

      “A lot about this seems weird,” Eliot said. “What are you thinking?”

      “When I interviewed Kendra right after the fire she seemed like a worried mother who didn’t have a lot of money to throw around,” I replied. “In fact, one of her biggest concerns was getting furniture for the new apartment.”

      “Maybe that’s what she’s doing today, Eliot said. “Maybe it’s easier to pay for daycare than worry about the kid if she has a lot of things to do. I can’t imagine that shopping after a fire is all that different from shopping after a move. You know firsthand how daunting that can be.”

      “Yeah, but I had the money to do it even though I was lacking the desire. She doesn’t have the money. So, my question is, why is she paying for daycare on a Sunday — which must be more expensive than a normal day — if she doesn’t have the money to spare?”

      “I don’t know,” Eliot answered, shifting in his seat. “She’s coming out. Let’s see where she goes. It could be completely innocent. Maybe she’s so upset because she can’t afford the things she needs and she took it out on the kid.”

      “That is a travesty of justice,” Maggie commented.

      “It’s definitely not fair,” Eliot agreed. “I seem to remember a certain mother sending me to bed early for eating all her cookies once.”

      Maggie was incensed. “I ... you ... that was different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s your mother and she probably had PMS or something,” I answered for Maggie as Eliot carefully pulled into traffic and followed Kendra. He made sure to keep another car between us as he focused on not being seen. “Why do you think I’m so charitable to those Girl Scouts? It’s for the cookies ... which ease the terrible trauma of PMS.”

      Eliot scowled. “I hate it when you talk about PMS.”

      “Why do you think I do it? It’s not as if I’m all that fond of you talking about carburetors and whatever other doohickeys you have under the hood of your truck. You still do it, even though you know it bores me to tears.”

      “You have a point, but let’s focus on Kendra. If she goes to a store, I think we have our answer. If she goes someplace else, well ... maybe she’ll give us a lead we weren’t expecting. Stranger things have happened.”

      

      IT TURNED OUT THAT Kendra was not going furniture shopping. She didn’t visit a grocery store. She didn’t stop at a thrift shop. She didn’t even race inside Starbucks to gather herself under the umbrella of caffeine and hate herself for being mean to her daughter.

      No, Kendra didn’t do any of those things. Instead, she headed straight to The Domino Club, and my mind became even more jumbled than it was before.

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Eliot shifted so he could meet my gaze over the seat. We were parked on the street one block over, although we had a clear view of the back door to the house. “This is where you were last night, right?”

      I nodded. “This is it.”

      Maggie pressed her forehead to the window and stared out. “Are you saying that’s a bar? It looks like a really big house.”

      “It’s definitely a bar.” I was grim. “What is she doing here?”

      “We could go inside and find out,” Maggie suggested. “I wouldn’t mind seeing the inside of a bar that doesn’t look like a bar.”

      “We could do that,” Eliot agreed, although he didn’t look happy at the prospect. “The thing is, there are only five cars on the closest streets. I counted. I don’t think very many people are inside. It’s not as if we can hide in plain sight.”

      “I don’t understand why we have to hide,” Maggie said. “It’s not as if we’re doing anything illegal. Avery has been inside twice now, right? Maybe she simply wanted to show the place to her friends.”

      “That’s the excuse I used last night. Phil wasn’t thrilled with it,” I said. “In fact, he looked downright distressed that I’d come back at all. While I don’t particularly care about his feelings, if he is as dangerous as Russell made it sound, then dragging my boyfriend in for another visit will set him off. I can guarantee he did research on me after our initial meeting. He knows who Eliot is.”

      “He probably knew before that, but you’re right,” Eliot conceded. “Going in as a group is a bad idea. Maybe I should go in alone.”

      The suggestion rankled. “Why you?”

      “I have a built-in excuse,” Eliot replied, matter-of-fact. “I can say that I’m not happy about my girlfriend visiting and that I wanted to check out the place. As a fellow man, he’ll understand my worry when it comes to your safety in an underground atmosphere. He’ll simply think I’m being alpha and let it go.”

      “Unless he thinks you’re being a busybody and doesn’t like it,” I argued. “What if he wants to send me a message and does it through you because there aren’t any witnesses? I don’t like the idea of that one bit. You’re staying here.”

      Instead of continuing the argument, Eliot merely smirked. “It’s not fun to worry about someone, is it?”

      Oh, geez. He was trying to build a lesson into our morning. I didn’t have the patience for that, especially with my shorts cutting off my circulation. I really shouldn’t have eaten so much.

      “I think I should go in,” I said after a beat.

      Eliot immediately started shaking his head. “Absolutely not.”

      “Hear me out.”

      “No, you hear me out.” He wagged a finger to let me know he meant business. “You said that Keane was not happy about you showing up last night. You believe he let you stay because it would’ve caused a stir to kick you out. You recognized a few people in the building, and he didn’t want to draw attention to the fact that you probably shouldn’t have been there.”

      “I don’t believe that’s exactly how I phrased it,” I grumbled.

      “That’s how it went down,” Eliot pressed. “If he was that bad last night, how do you think he’ll be today?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he’ll have thought better about his rude reaction and want to make it up to me.”

      “Or maybe he’ll try to kill you.”

      That was quite the leap. While I didn’t doubt Phil could turn dangerous at any given moment, I didn’t see him killing me for dropping in unannounced on a Sunday morning. He was more the type to lay in wait along the side of the road rather than risk taking me down on his home turf. I wisely kept that to myself.

      “Well, one of us has to go in,” I said finally. “I think it’s a mistake for it to be you. I think it should be me.”

      “Give me one good reason why I should agree to this.”

      “Because it’s my story.”

      “Give me a better reason.”

      “Because I’ve already been here and know the layout.” I chose my words carefully. “Also, you can move up close to the walkway over there once I’m inside, keep the motor running. If I come tearing out of there, you’ll be ready.”

      “Avery ... .”

      “It’s the best plan and you know it.” I refused to back down. “I won’t be inside long. I just have to see who she’s talking to. I’ll bet it’s Phil, but I need to see with my own eyes in case it’s someone else.” Like Russell, I silently added. Maybe they were working together the entire time and I was the doofus who fell for their act.

      Eliot was resigned. “I don’t like this.”

      “Compromise,” I reminded him. “If I can’t lie, you have to at least be open to hearing the truth and not going G.I. Joe on me when I suggest a plan of attack. There are things we both need in this relationship. I need to know what Kendra is doing in there. I also need to know you’ll be here when I come running out.”

      “How do you know you’ll be running?”

      “It’s me.”

      Eliot slowly nodded. “Okay. But if you’re in there more than five minutes I’m coming after you.”

      “I just need to see them together. I don’t know what it will mean if they’re talking, but it’s ... something.”

      Eliot leaned over the back seat and grabbed my chin. “You be careful. If this backfires on you, that compromise thing is going right out the window and I’m going to keep you locked in the back of this truck for the rest of our lives.”

      “That’s going to be quite the waste now that we’ve bought that big house.”

      “I’m willing to sacrifice it to keep you.”

      My heart warmed at his words. “It’ll be fine. I promise. I’ll be right back.”

      

      I KNEW WHERE I was going, so I adopted a quick pace and breezed down the sidewalk. There was no one by the back door or in the lobby when I entered, and I headed straight for the bar. It looked empty. The double doors were open, and I was about to turn around and search in another direction when I heard the low murmur of voices.

      I slowed my pace, making sure that my reflection didn’t show in the doors, and tilted my head to the side as I listened.

      “How long do you expect me to wait?” The voice was female, and although I’d only talked to Kendra twice I knew she was the speaker.

      “I expect you to wait until I say you’re done waiting.” The second voice belonged to Phil. I was certain of that. He talked in a calm and measured way, and that was no different this morning.

      “You said that I would already be settled in my new place. You promised.”

      “That was before you made the mistake of talking to Avery Shaw.”

      Oh, wow! They were talking about me. I didn’t see that coming … although, to be fair, as the center of the known universe I’m often surprised more people don’t talk about me within hearing distance.

      Kendra made a protesting sound in the back of her throat. “How was I supposed to know what would happen? You didn’t prepare me for questions like that. I thought turning her down would be suspicious.”

      “You could’ve begged off,” Phil countered. “You could’ve said you were shaken, given yourself time to recover, and then called me for direction. Instead, you blabbed away and put me in a pickle.”

      “None of this is my fault,” Kendra insisted. “How was I supposed to know that Serafina would take off the way she did. I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Perhaps you should be nicer to her,” Phil suggested. “She might not constantly run if you occasionally gave her a reason to stay.”

      “Oh, now you’re giving me parenting tips? That’s rich.”

      “I’m simply saying that you created this situation and now we have to play it out,” Phil said. “I never thought that Avery Shaw would get involved in this. She has a certain reputation in this county. It’s not good for a man like me.”

      “So ... get rid of her.”

      My heart skipped a beat. I had no idea who Kendra was, what her true motivations were, but she was clearly not the woman I’d initially envisioned. She was something so much worse.

      “I cannot get rid of her,” Phil gritted out. “Don’t you understand? She’s the sheriff’s ex-girlfriend. She has relatives in the department. She lives with a security expert who is apparently very fond of her. He’s a worry all on his own, because if Shaw simply disappears I get the feeling he won’t rest until he finds answers.”

      Kendra turned derisive. “He owns a pawnshop. I can’t believe you’re scared of him.”

      “I am not frightened of anyone. He is more than a pawnshop owner, though. When you put him and the sheriff together, they will go scorched earth to avenge Avery Shaw. We have to be smart about this.”

      “How do you even know she’s aware what’s going on?” Kendra challenged. “I haven’t seen her since the day after the fire. Maybe she let it go.”

      “She was here last night.”

      “Here? Why?”

      “She brought two friends and hung around for a couple of hours. Then she abruptly left. I’m not sure why she was here, but she wouldn’t be hanging around this place without good reason. She definitely knows something.”

      “She hasn’t printed it in the newspaper.”

      “And she won’t until she sees the whole picture,” Phil said. “We have to come up with a way to silence her before then.”

      “You know my feelings on the subject.”

      “I do,” Phil agreed. “We have to think of a better way. We don’t have much time. We need to put our heads together.”

      “Fine. I want something to drink. I’m exhausted. Who knew being a mother was so tiring?”

      “Only every mother throughout time,” Phil said dryly. “If I get you a drink, will you stop complaining?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Maybe then we can come up with a plan.”

      I slowly backed away from the door, making sure to check the corridor on the other side of the bathroom to ensure I was still alone. I wanted to stay longer, listen more, but Eliot would come looking for me if I didn’t get back to the truck. Besides that, if they discovered me eavesdropping they would end me on the spot, whether Phil preferred a different course of action or not.

      I had my confirmation. Now I just had to figure out what to do with it.
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      Eliot didn’t press me much when I hopped in the truck, instead driving away at a normal speed and occasionally looking in the rearview mirror as he headed out of Mount Clemens and toward home.

      Maggie chatted for the duration of the trip, seemingly oblivious to Eliot’s worry and my obvious distraction. I knew that wasn’t really the case, but I was thankful that she took up the conversational slack. I wasn’t sure what to say about what I’d heard inside The Domino Club. I didn’t understand it. I was rarely the last one to catch on to a plot, and yet this time I was clearly out of my depth.

      Eliot stopped at the grocery store on the way home, catching me by surprise. He opened the back door and helped me out, meeting my gaze as he shut the door and fobbed the truck locks. “What happened?” His voice was low.

      “Kendra and Phil were inside talking. They clearly have ties.”

      “Did they see you?”

      “No.”

      “What were they talking about?” Eliot was clearly edgy. I wanted him to take it down a notch, but I was equally worried, so it seemed hypocritical to tell him what to do when I couldn’t contain my own emotions.

      “They talked about me.”

      “And?”

      “And ... they’re worried about what I know. Kendra had something to do with that fire. I couldn’t listen for very long. I don’t even really understand what they were talking about.”

      “Okay.” Eliot stroked his hand down the back of my head and kissed my forehead. “I think we should call Jake.”

      “You want me to call Jake and admit that I need his help? Are you trying to kill me?”

      Eliot smirked, his eyes gleaming. It was good to see him smile. Now, if only I could join him. “I’ll call Jake and tell him I need his help,” Eliot offered. “We’re at a point where we have no choice but to work together. You know that as well as I do.”

      “He’s going to give me crap.”

      “You’ve faced tougher challenges.”

      “He’s going to tell me I shouldn’t have gotten involved.”

      “I’ve been telling you that all week,” Eliot pointed out. “You were supposed to be on vacation.”

      I groaned and glared at him. “Nobody likes a know-it-all.”

      “I happen to love a certain blond reporter know-it-all.”

      Ugh. I hated when he said things like that. I couldn’t even be angry because he was so sweet. “So ... what? You’re just going to invite Jake over, tell him everything we’ve discovered and then hope he doesn’t turn into the world’s biggest Bossy McBossypants? Don’t you think you’re giving him too much credit?”

      “I think you’re underestimating him,” Eliot countered. “Ultimately, it doesn’t matter. We need him.”

      Resigned, I slowly nodded. “Okay. I don’t see where we have a choice either. But if he arrests me I’m going to be ticked.”

      “I’ll make sure to arrange for conjugal visits.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      “It’s good to know you’re in a good space emotionally right now.” Eliot linked his fingers with mine as he led me into the store. I didn’t realize until after the cart was filled with food for a barbecue that he planned to woo Jake with food before our big showdown. Ever vigilant, Eliot kept me pinned to his side as he selected steaks, corn on the cob, macaroni salad, potatoes, pre-made pies and soda. He ordered me to pick out a few six packs of beer on our way out.

      The grocery store was only two miles from the house, but Eliot kept watch the entire trip, making sure to scan any vehicles that entered the subdivision behind us. He seemed reasonably sure that we weren’t being followed by the time we reached home, which was a relief because I wasn’t keen on being smothered with affection and protection the entire day.

      “I’m going to call Jake,” Eliot supplied as I helped him unload the groceries in the driveway. “I’m going to get him over here as soon as possible. I want you to get all your stuff together so it’s handy when he gets here.”

      I balked. “I’m not giving him all my stuff.”

      Eliot feigned patience as he followed me into the house. “We’ve already talked about this. You said you understood why I had to contact Jake.”

      “I do understand. That doesn’t mean I’m giving him all my stuff.”

      “Oh, you’re giving it to him.” Eliot was firm as he dropped the groceries on the counter and faced off with me. “This has gotten out of hand and you know it. You have no choice but to give it to him.”

      “I have a choice.”

      “We’re dealing with mobsters,” Eliot persisted. “Even worse, we’re dealing with mobsters who enjoy self-identifying as mobsters. Those are the worst kind.”

      I was fairly certain he was making that up. “Is that a real thing?”

      “Hey, I know things, too.”

      “You know how to annoy me,” I grumbled under my breath. “I’m not giving Jake all my stuff. That goes against everything I believe in.”

      “Look at it this way: He probably has stuff to share, too. If you put your stuff together, you might understand the bigger picture.”

      “That sounds dirty. You know, that whole putting our stuff together thing.”

      Eliot’s frown was pronounced. “That’s not the way to get me off your back. The only way to do that is to end this. I’m officially afraid.”

      I recognized that. It wasn’t what I wanted. Still, sharing information with the cops — with Jake specifically — was counter to how I generally operated. “He’s going to yell.”

      “You should be used to that.”

      “People are often mean to me,” I agreed.

      “Or you’re just really good at deranging them to the point they lose their minds.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating.”

      “I know I’m not.” Eliot lightly tapped my forehead. “I’m calling Jake. You’re sharing information. I don’t want this to turn into a big fight, but I’m willing to dig my heels in. We’re out of our depth.”

      “Okay.” I held up my hands in mock surrender. “You win.”

      A smug smile slithered across Eliot’s face. “I wish I could get a T-shirt made up to mark the occasion I finally won.”

      “Yes, well, don’t let it go to your head.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      

      TRUE TO HIS WORD, Eliot managed to get Jake to the house relatively quickly. It was barely a half hour before I heard the door open. I was in my upstairs office, so I took a moment to look over the catwalk into the great room, watching from above as Jake strolled into the kitchen and greeted Eliot.

      I couldn’t hear what they said. Their heads were bent together, and they looked serious. At one point Jake viciously swore when Eliot said something to him. Eliot remained calm and didn’t shrink in the face of Jake’s ire. After a few minutes, Jake slowly turned from Eliot and tracked his eyes to the second floor, where he found me watching.

      “Come down here,” Jake ordered.

      I reacted instinctively. “I’m good here.”

      “Come down here,” Jake repeated, annoyance evident. “We need to have a very long talk.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to talk. Have you ever considered that?”

      “Avery, don’t make me come up there,” Eliot warned as he tilted his head up to stare at me. “It’s time to lay all your cards on the table.”

      I heaved a sigh. “Fine. But I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t have to like it. You simply have to do it.”

      I took my time going downstairs, clutching all the documents and information I’d managed to acquire against my chest as I dragged my feet. Jake was seated at the kitchen table when I shuffled into the kitchen, a fresh beer in hand. His expression was hard to read when he snagged my gaze.

      “You’re in big trouble,” Jake said, finally breaking the silence.

      “And you suck donkey balls,” I shot back, my temper coming out to play.

      “Knock that off,” Eliot ordered from behind the kitchen island. He was busy shucking corn and marinating steaks, but it was clear he was ready to serve as referee should things go off the rails and veer into trainwreck territory. “You guys are making this worse than it has to be.”

      “I don’t know how that’s possible,” Jake countered.

      “I agree,” I offered primly as I lowered my stack of research onto the table. “Jake has totally fouled this up.”

      Jake extended a warning finger. “Don’t push me. I’m already in a bad mood because I had to cancel on Lauren. We were supposed to spend the afternoon together.”

      “You could have brought her,” Eliot argued. “I have no problem with her being a part of this.”

      “Well, I do,” Jake said. “It’s still new between us. I would like to make sure we’re a compatible twosome before you guys make us a constant foursome.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Jake licked his lips as he regarded me. “Talk, Avery. I can’t help until I know exactly what you’ve done.”

      “You’re not going to like it.”

      “I’m used to that.”

      “Okay, you asked for it.”

      I told him everything. Okay, I didn’t tell him every single detail. For example, I left out Andre’s part in the tale because it didn’t seem important. I had no intention of getting my new friend in trouble if it wasn’t necessary. Almost everything else was fair game. I truncated some of the information because it made the telling more seamless, but when I was done Jake was irritated all the same.

      “You’ve been messing with Phil Keane for days?” He looked about ready to blow his stack.

      “I don’t think ‘messing with’ is the appropriate term,” I said carefully. “I’ve been interacting with him, getting to know him. I’ve been surveying the battlefield and coming up with a plan of attack.”

      “You been acting like a moron,” Jake corrected, ignoring the flash of annoyance in my eyes. “I really can’t believe you did this.”

      “And I can’t believe that you thought she would do anything other than what she did when you let it slip that Jay Truman was murdered in that apartment building,” Eliot fired back, taking me by surprise. “You knew when you said that she wouldn’t be able to let it go.”

      “She was on vacation,” Jake argued. “She wasn’t working. There was no reason for her to be involved.”

      “I had every reason,” I snapped.

      “You had no reason to be involved,” Eliot argued. “You shouldn’t have gotten involved, but Jake should’ve realized you wouldn’t be able to stop yourself when he told you about the murder. You’re both at fault.”

      “Excuse me?” Jake’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “How are we to blame and you’re totally innocent?”

      “I’m the long-suffering boyfriend who is basically an angel,” Eliot replied without hesitation. “I can’t possibly be to blame with you two in the room.”

      “Oh, well, good to know.” Jake rolled his eyes and grabbed a sheet of paper from the top of my stack. “I just can’t believe this.”

      “Believe it,” I said. “I think I know a lot of what’s going on, but I don’t know everything. I don’t know why Phil Keane wanted Jay Truman dead, but he’s obviously behind all of this in one form or another.”

      “That would be my guess, too, but I don’t know that we have enough information to prove that,” Jake argued. “We’ve been watching Keane for weeks. We have people under cover in his organization.”

      “Yeah. I saw Derrick at The Domino Club last night. You must have a better plan than whatever you’ve already set in motion.”

      My skin singed from the burning look Jake shot me. “We have a lot more going on than you realize.”

      “Like what?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      “You could tell me. You simply don’t want to tell me.”

      “Yes, that must be it,” Jake shook his head. “Seriously, Avery, I can’t tell you. Suffice it to say, we have several things in motion. We were investigating Keane before the apartment fire. In fact, we didn’t even think to look at him for the apartment fire until we realized you were visiting The Domino Club.”

      I stilled, surprised. “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve been watching the building,” Jake explained. “We have deputies in two of the houses along the river. We’re building multiple cases against Keane. I was informed the second you visited The Domino Club. I was told you had a very long conversation with Keane that first day and that you seemed to get along.”

      “And why didn’t you call me when you found out?” Eliot challenged, his shoulders rigid. “If you’d told me what she was up to I could’ve yanked her out sooner.”

      “I thought you knew,” Jake protested. “She always tells you when she’s going to do something stupid, and instead of ordering her not to do it, you help her. I assumed you guys were working together.”

      Eliot shot me a considering look. “Not this time. She did all this on her own. She didn’t want me to know she was chasing a story when she was supposed to be on vacation.”

      “Sounds just like her.” Jake scrubbed at the back of his neck. “Before your first visit to The Domino Club, I didn’t even think to connect Keane to Truman’s death. We were looking at Bridges, the building owner, because he disappeared. But he turned up alive, and we were looking for another angle when Avery tied Keane and Truman together.

      “They have a sordid history — something about Truman having an affair with Keane’s estranged wife and then the wife goes missing — so it actually makes sense that Keane wanted revenge,” he continued.

      I was intrigued. “So, wait ... you’re saying that Jay Truman slept with Phil Keane’s wife and then made her disappear?”

      “That’s the rumor on the street,” Jake confirmed.

      “I didn’t read anything about that in the stories I found.”

      “That’s because it’s all conjecture,” Jake explained. “Everyone assumes that Truman did something to Keane’s wife, but no one can prove it. No body was ever found.”

      “Why wouldn’t Keane go after him sooner?” Eliot asked. “If he believed that Truman did something to a family member, I would think he’d make him pay long before this.”

      “I can’t answer that specifically,” Jake said. “Keep in mind, this was like twenty-five years ago. Sandusky Sanitation went through five different owners in thirty years. Four of them were crooked. Only the most recent owner hasn’t had ties to organized crime.”

      I was having trouble wrapping my mind around the story. “What does Kendra have to do with this?”

      “I don’t know.” Jake’s face was blank. “We never ran a background check on her because she seemed like a random victim in the fire. There was no one in that building who stood out as a possible killer. I’m sure eventually we would’ve gotten to Kendra, but she wasn’t high on the list.”

      I could see that. “And the hero?”

      “What hero?”

      I exchanged a quick look with Eliot, earning a prodding head nod. “Tell him.”

      Jake was instantly on alert. “Tell me what?”

      “We found the hero,” I said finally, fighting the urge to squirm on my seat. “The guy who saved the little girl from the fire. We found him.”

      “I didn’t know you were looking for him.”

      “I thought it was weird,” I admitted. “What hero doesn’t want to be patted on the back for being heroic? That’s generally part of the deal.”

      “Not everyone needs to be rewarded for doing the right thing, Avery,” Jake countered.

      “But it almost always seems to work out that way,” I said. “This guy just disappeared, and I thought it was weird.”

      “Okay, you thought it was weird and tracked him down. I’m guessing this is germane to the story.”

      “His name is Russell Warren. He supplied the stack of information about Phil Keane. He’s the guy who lured me to The Domino Club last night.”

      “After following us around the zoo all afternoon yesterday without me noticing,” Eliot grumbled.

      Jake eyes widened. “Wait ... what? Who is this guy?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Eliot was going to run him but never did.”

      “That’s not true,” Eliot countered. “I ran him. I just didn’t come up with anything.”

      “Nothing?” Jake tapped his fingers on top of the table. “Define nothing.”

      “He exists on paper only,” Eliot explained. “He has a driver’s license and home address in Eastpointe, but there’s nothing else. As far as I can tell, he didn’t even exist until eight years ago.”

      That was news to me. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I ran him while you were out with Carly and Lexie last night,” Eliot replied. “I wasn’t in the mood to share when you got back.”

      “But ... .”

      Jake waved a hand to cut me off before I could make the conversation entirely about me. “So, we have a guy who isn’t really who he says he is. That’s probably why he didn’t hang around for the accolades Avery is convinced every person wants. He didn’t want to do it in case we started asking questions.”

      “That’s my guess,” Eliot confirmed.

      “I need to think about this for a second,” Jake said. “There’s something here. I simply need to put it together.”

      “You need to work faster because I’m running out of patience,” I offered.

      Eliot glared at me. “Avery, run out to the garage and grab the case of Diet Coke I bought last week. We still haven’t brought it inside.”

      Now it was my turn to frown. “What? Why?”

      “Because you’re the only one who drinks it.”

      “It can wait.”

      “I also want to give Jake some time to think without you breathing down his neck,” Eliot added. “You’re a hindrance to clear thinking sometimes.”

      I wanted to argue the rather insulting point, but he wasn’t wrong. “Fine.” I blew out a sigh as I got to my feet. “You guys had better have some answers when I get back.”

      “We live to serve you.” Eliot winked as I strode past him, grinning at my dour expression. “I left the corn-on-the-cob things in my truck, too — those metal things you stick into the ends so you can hold the ears without burning your hands. If you could bring them inside, I’d be forever grateful.”

      “Keep it up,” I warned. “You won’t like it when I start poking you with those things.”

      “Duly noted.”

      The garage was dark when I entered, the only light coming from the window at the far side of the house. Eliot was a stickler about keeping the garage clean, so I wasn’t worried about tripping over anything. I headed toward the spot at the back where I knew Eliot left the soda, my mind busy with possibilities Jake entering the investigative fray offered. I was so lost in thought I didn’t notice the shadowy figure detaching from the wall until it was on top of me.

      “What the ...?”

      I lashed out hard, but it was already too late. Whoever it was had his hand over my mouth and he was strong enough that he contained me with one arm.

      “Shut up! I’ll kill you if you don’t stop fighting right now!”
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      I wasn’t the type to give up. Even though I sensed the person in the garage was much bigger than me, I wasn’t about to let him win. I viciously swung an elbow at the same time I bit the hand over my mouth, finishing with a hard kick to a knee that elicited a grunt from the figure behind me.

      He shifted, which allowed me to take a step away from him. Sure, that step caused me to smack into the side of my car thanks to the darkness, but I no longer had a stranger’s hands on me, so that was a bonus.

      “Knock it off,” the man growled out, causing me to pull up short. I recognized the voice.

      “Russell?”

      “Who else?”

      He asked the question in a tone that made him sound as if I was the one acting out of sorts.

      “What are you doing in here?” I felt around until I found the wall and hit the switch to illuminate the space. Russell blinked several times before focusing on me.

      “I came to save you.”

      “Save me?” I arched a challenging eyebrow. “What are you saving me from?”

      “My father.”

      I was dumbfounded. “Your father?” Things clicked into place. “Phil Keane is your father.”

      “What’s sad is that you look proud of yourself for figuring that out,” Russell said dryly as he rubbed the back of his neck. “The clues were all there. You shouldn’t have needed this much time to put it all together.”

      I shot him a withering look. “Do you really think now is the time to insult my intelligence?”

      “I think your intelligence can always be called into doubt, so what’s that saying? There’s no time like the present, right?”

      “Uh-huh.” He was beyond annoying. That didn’t change the fact that he was in my garage, cutting me off from the door that led to the house — where Jake and Eliot waited for me — and the controller that opens the automatic door. I was truly screwed, essentially trapped in a corner of my garage with no way out. “Is there a reason you decided to hide in my garage? How did you even get in here?”

      “I went through your sliding glass doors,” Russell replied matter-of-factly. “You really shouldn’t leave them unlocked, especially when someone is out to get you. Then I went through the house and hid here. I was worried you guys would enter through the automatic door, so I hid behind that shelf thing over there. Luckily you guys didn’t take too long to come home.”

      “And who is out to get me?”

      “I think you already know.”

      “Your father knows I was at The Domino Club earlier, doesn’t he?”

      Russell bobbed his head. “That whole place is covered by cameras. You shouldn’t have done what you did. He knows you were eavesdropping.”

      “Did he tell you that?”

      “No. I overheard him talking to Kendra.”

      “Who is ... ?” I prodded.

      “The daughter of one of my father’s associates,” Russell replied. “She’s not important in the grand scheme of things.”

      “Except she was plotting with your father.”

      “Kendra will plot with anyone as long as money is involved.”

      I nodded as I licked my lips. “I guess that makes sense.” I rested my hand on my stomach in an effort to settle my nerves. “Are you here to fill in the gaps?”

      “I’m here to get you out,” Russell corrected. “I failed Jay Truman. I hope you will be different.”

      “Get me out of what?”

      “This house. My father is coming to shut you up.” I took a step toward the door, but stopped when Russell held up a hand. “You have to run now.”

      “Eliot is inside. His mother, too.” I purposely left out the part about Jake visiting in case Russell wasn’t aware of the new development. He said he’d entered through the sliding glass doors. That had to be before we returned home. That meant Jake arrived after, and there was a good chance Russell was unaware that we had another ally in our corner.

      “I didn’t come here for them,” Russell supplied. “I came to get you out.”

      “Why do you even care about me?”

      “Because you kept digging on Jay’s death,” Russell answered. “You exerted enough pressure to upset my father. I like it whenever anyone upsets my father.”

      “It doesn’t sound like you have the healthiest of relationships with him.”

      “Definitely not. Why do you think I have a different last name? That wasn’t his doing. It was mine.”

      “Are you working against him? Are you undercover with the police?”

      Russell snorted, legitimately amused. “I may dislike my father. Hell, I dislike him more than you could imagine. That doesn’t mean I’d work with the cops. That holds no interest for me.”

      “Okay, well ... .” I had no idea where to steer this conversation. Russell came to the house with a plan. That plan didn’t involve Eliot and Maggie. I was happy he left Eliot out of it, but worried that his father wouldn’t feel the same way. It sounded as if Phil was on the way and he had murder on his mind. “You didn’t kill Jay Truman. You said you tried to save him and failed. Does that mean Kendra killed him?”

      “Pretty much,” Russell confirmed. “She moved into the building to watch Jay, to try to befriend him for information about my mother. When it became apparent that Jay didn’t want to be friends with anyone — the guy always was a crabby crank — my father launched another plan.”

      “Kill him,” I surmised.

      “Yes. It was supposed to look like an accident, but Kendra got a little too overzealous with the fire.”

      “How did you know they were planning a hit?”

      “I’m on the periphery when it comes to my father’s work,” Russell explained. “I was determined to stay out of it as much as possible. I don’t want this life. I never did. My father refused to leave me out of it. Eventually, I agreed to take over the day-to-day management of The Domino Club and handle the books. In exchange, he was supposed to keep me out of his other dealings.”

      “Which are?”

      “Too much for us to talk about right now,” Russell replied. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “You’re going to make time.” I was firm. “I’m guessing you overheard your father order the hit on Jay and decided to save him ... although I’m still uncertain why. From what I understand, Jay was the ultimate tool no one wanted to be around. You didn’t owe him any loyalty. Why step in?”

      “Because I owed him for something else.”

      “But ... he killed your mother.”

      “No, he didn’t.” Russell shook his head. “My mother is still alive. Jay helped her disappear and allowed the rumors about him being responsible for her death to haunt him for decades. In reality, while basically a jerk, Jay had a soft spot for my mother. It was his undoing.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Your mother is alive?”

      “She is.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because she contacted me a few years ago,” Russell replied. “She wanted to see how I was doing, offer me a way out. I knew that wouldn’t go over well with my father. He would never stop looking for me if I ran. I told her to remain in hiding. When I realized what my father was doing, I worried that Jay would trade information about my mother’s whereabouts to save his life. It turns out that Kendra attacked him from behind. That’s how she operates, so it was hardly surprising.”

      “She hit him in the head.” I tried to remember what Jake said about Jay’s autopsy. “He had a head injury.”

      “I saw her hit him,” Russell said. “I was at the end of the hallway when it happened. She started the fire to cover what she was doing, approached Jay at his unit, and offered to help him down the stairs during the evacuation.”

      “That was smart,” I mused. “He wasn’t expecting her to turn on him.”

      “No. There were too many people in the stairwell, though, so Kendra pulled off on the seventeenth floor. I heard her before I saw her, and knew where to go. It was too late. Jay was already dead.”

      “Did she see you?”

      “She did.”

      “And?”

      “And Serafina ran,” Russell replied. “She was upset by what Kendra did and took off. I just wanted to disappear, but when I realized Kendra wasn’t going to look for the kid I felt a sense of duty. Serafina didn’t ask to be part of this life and she got saddled with the worst mother in the world. That’s not her fault.”

      “No.” I remembered my first glimpse of Kendra the day of the fire. She seemed legitimately upset that her daughter was missing, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Clearly, Kendra was a good actress. She would have to be for Phil to assign this task to her. “She was going to let her daughter die in the fire?”

      “I don’t think she ever wanted Serafina,” Russell said. “The kid was an easy means to an end. ‘Look at me. I’m a non-threatening mother. You have nothing to worry about.’ It worked for years, but the older Serafina gets, the more agitated Kendra becomes. She’s not exactly maternal.”

      “So Kendra abandoned the kid in a smoky high-rise and headed to safety,” I said. “You stayed behind and found the kid. You carried her down.”

      “I did.”

      “Why give her back to Kendra? I mean ... you knew Serafina wasn’t safe. Why not just take her and run?”

      “I could hardly do that with the police, fire chief and you standing right there, could I?”

      “You recognized me.” It wasn’t a question. “That’s why you disappeared. Everyone was looking for you.”

      “As I knew they would be,” Russell said. “Kendra saw me. She knew why I was there. However, I knew she abandoned her daughter to a fire. Even my father — who is a terrible person — would’ve frowned upon that. We had each other over a barrel, so neither of us said anything. That didn’t stop Kendra from breaking into my house to find dirt on me, but there was nothing there for her to find. I’m always careful.”

      That explained why his house had been ransacked the day we stopped by. “And yet you’re here now,” I pointed out. “Why?”

      “Because you might be my only chance out of this mess.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “You have power,” Russell explained. “You have the ability to take down my father. You have the sheriff’s ear.”

      I blinked, surprised. “I wouldn’t quite put it that way.”

      “It’s true. Everyone in the county knows you’re close. You have a lot of tongues wagging because people believe you’re sleeping with both of them.”

      I didn’t bother to hide my eye roll. “That’s gross.”

      “I didn’t say they believed you were having threesomes or anything.”

      I frowned. “Double gross.”

      “I guess that answers that question.” Russell smirked, the small smile stripping years from his features. “We need to get going. My father is coming for you, which means you can’t be here when he arrives. We should go directly to the sheriff.”

      “I’m not leaving Eliot.”

      “You don’t have a choice. I can’t save you both.”

      “Yes, well, maybe I don’t need you to save me,” I pointed out. “I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.”

      “And how do you figure you’ll pull that off,” Russell challenged.

      “Because we’ll be with her,” Eliot growled from the open door. He’d been listening on the other side. I saw his feet moving through the small gap between the floor and door, which is why I was perfectly comfortable questioning Russell without making an escape attempt. He’d managed to open the door without making a sound, and Russell was stunned by his sudden appearance.

      Instead of shrinking in the face of Eliot’s rage, Russell took a step toward me. That forced Eliot to extend a warning finger.

      “If you touch her ... .”

      “You’ll what?” Russell challenged.

      “I’ll kill you,” Eliot answered without hesitation. “I will rip your head off your shoulders and kill you without thinking twice about it.”

      “And what if I kill her?”

      “You won’t get close enough.”

      “You seem pretty sure of yourself.”

      “I’m sure that she’ll fight you with everything she’s got,” Eliot sneered. “I’m certain that I will get to her before you have a chance to hurt her. I’m also certain that I’m not alone.”

      The look on Russell’s face was almost comical as he rocked back on his heels. “What do you mean?”

      “We have a guest,” I explained, making sure to keep a lot of space between Russell and me as I attempted to circle the garage and move closer to Eliot. “It’s someone you might be interested in talking to.”

      “Your mouthy cousin with the huge boobs? I think I’ll pass.”

      “More like a judgmental sheriff with a whiny streak,” I corrected, sighing when I managed to close the distance to Eliot without Russell attempting to grab me. “He’s here. We’ve been working on this together. He can help you.”

      “Why should we help him?” Eliot asked, tugging me to him.

      “Because he came here to warn me about his father,” I replied as I impulsively gave Eliot a hug. “I hoped you’d realize I wouldn’t willingly hang out in the garage for more than sixty seconds by choice.”

      “I realized something was wrong after thirty seconds.” Eliot never moved his eyes from Russell’s face. “Who is his father?”

      “Keane.”

      Eliot’s eyebrows flew up his forehead. “Really?”

      “Yes. He tried to save Jay Truman. He tried to save me ... although he was going to throw you to the wolves. Speaking of that, his father is on the way. We need to get backup here.”

      “Okay.” Eliot pushed open the door and ushered me inside. “Go tell Jake what you just told me. I’ll show our friend inside.”

      Something about Eliot’s tone set my teeth on edge. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”

      “That depends on his attitude. I’m torn between ripping him limb from limb and hearing him out.”

      “Hear him out. It will be worth it.”

      “If you say so.” Eliot’s eyes were dark and dangerous. “Come inside, Mr. Keane. We have some things to discuss.”

      “I go by my mother’s maiden name,” Russell said, resigned as he moved toward the door. “It was a better option than painting a target on my back for my father’s enemies.”

      “Fair enough. Come inside. We have a lot to discuss.”

      Russell turned smug. “You have no idea.”

      

      “I HAVE TWENTY PATROL CARS coming this way,” Jake announced ten minutes later. He’d initially been reluctant when I insisted he listen to Russell’s story. He finally agreed, and it wasn’t long before he jumped into action. “If we play this right, we’ll be able to take Keane’s entire operation down in the next hour.”

      “How?” I asked as Eliot slid a can of Diet Coke in my direction and sat beside me at the kitchen table. He put his arm around my back, as if to offer solace and warmth, and kept glaring at Russell.

      “I told you we’ve been building a case against Keane,” Jake noted. “I wasn’t kidding. The second he shows his face in this neighborhood we’ll be able to take him in. I’m willing to bet he’s going to be loaded for bear, and with the information Russell has given us we’ll be able to put Keane away for a long time.”

      Russell balked. “You want me to testify against my own father?”

      “I do.”

      “He’ll kill me.”

      “He won’t get the chance,” Jake countered. “At the same time he’s moving on Avery out here, we’ll be dismantling his entire operation at The Domino Club. The feds are moving toward the building right now. It’s going to be a simultaneous operation. You have no choice but to testify ... or go to jail.”

      “But ... I don’t want the information about my mother being alive getting out,” Russell countered. “She would be in grave danger.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about that. We can get you placement in the Witness Protection program. After testifying, you can start a whole new life somewhere else. Your mother can go with you.”

      “I’m not sure.” Russell rubbed his cheek as he flicked his eyes to me. “What do you think?”

      “Why are you asking me?”

      “You’re the smartest one in the room. At least that’s what you tell people whenever you get the chance.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “You should take the deal,” I said after a beat. “You said you never wanted to be part of this life. Now you and your mother can move away and start a new life. I don’t think you’ll get a better offer.”

      “My father won’t be happy.”

      “I don’t think your father has ever been happy. Not truly happy, at least.”

      “Yeah.” Russell heaved out a sigh as he rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Okay. I’ll do it. You have to take my father into custody and make sure he’s not granted bail. If he gets bail, all bets are off.”

      Jake winked, clearly enjoying himself. He was about to take on the biggest bust of his career. He had a right to be excited. “Don’t worry. Once we have him, we won’t let him go. I promise you that.”

      “So ... how are you going to get him?” Russell asked.

      Jake’s eyes slowly tracked to me. “With a little help from a friend.”

      “Oh, geez.” Eliot rubbed his forehead. “This is going to give me acid reflux. I just know it.”

      I lightly patted his leg under the table. “It will be okay. I’m good in situations like this. I’ll have Phil so deranged he won’t even notice the cops are surrounding him.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        

    

    






          30 Thirty

        

      

    

    
      “I think this is an absolutely terrible idea.”

      Eliot watched me tug on a pair of sneakers near the front door. It was doubtful that I would need to run, but it was better to be prepared.

      “It’ll be okay.” I did my best to appear brave, even though my heart was pounding. “It will be quick. We just need Phil to see me so he exits his vehicle.”

      “You’re assuming that he’ll try to kill you himself,” Eliot countered. “Why would he do that when he has people to do that for him?”

      “Because he doesn’t like me.”

      “I’m guessing he doesn’t like a lot of people.”

      “That’s fair.” I exhaled heavily enough that my bangs fluttered. “Still, I made it personal by venturing onto his turf. I was eavesdropping. He’ll want to look into my eyes.”

      “So he can kill you.”

      “I know this upsets you.” I snagged Eliot’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Jake won’t put me in harm’s way. You know that. Derrick is out there hiding in the bushes. A bunch of other deputies are, too. They might not like me, but they respect their boss. I’ll be fine.”

      “You’d better be.” Eliot grabbed the front of my shirt and hauled me to my feet. “I’ll be right next to you. Don’t try to shake me.”

      “Phil won’t approach if he sees you.”

      “Then I’ll hide behind the door. I don’t want you walking over that threshold. Just let him see a glimpse of you.”

      “That’s the plan.” I rolled to the balls of my feet and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “It’ll be okay. In a way, if you really look at it, this is the least dangerous thing I’ve done in weeks.”

      Eliot’s eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

      “I know. You can’t help it that you’re a huge worrywart. It’s how you’re built.” I patted his chest. “This is going to be quick. Like … quicker than me trying to make a plate of brownies disappear.”

      Even though I could tell that he didn’t want to encourage me, a smile played at the corners of his lips. “I will roll around naked with you and eight plates of brownies tonight if you’re really careful.”

      “I’m always really careful.”

      “I need you to be much more careful than that.”

      “Deal.”

      

      THE WAIT FOR PHIL was excruciating. Eliot sat on the floor, his back to the door, while I paced the small foyer. Finally, Jake messaged to tell me it was time to put on a show.

      That’s exactly what I did.

      I fluffed the top of Eliot’s hair before opening the door. He leaned forward far enough to allow me to create an opening large enough for me to step into, but he was ready to grab me the moment he felt things were about to tip into dangerous territory.

      I stood in the opening and watched what looked to be an oversized sedan glide to a stop at the curb. It didn’t pull into the driveway, instead idling close to the mailbox. When the door swung open, I wasn’t surprised to find Phil poking his head out. He was frowning. It was almost as if he sensed I was trying to pull a fast one.

      “You seem to have me at a disadvantage,” he said after a moment’s contemplation. “Were you expecting me or was this a happy coincidence?”

      “I was expecting you.” I saw no reason to lie. “The Domino Club is flush with cameras, right? You knew I was there. It was only a matter of time before you came for me.”

      “If you knew that would happen, why are you waiting for me?” Phil was legitimately puzzled. “Why not run?”

      “I don’t need to run.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I’m not afraid of you.” Honestly, in the bright light of a late summer day, he looked like a weary old man more than anything else. “You’re kind of past your prime.”

      Phil scowled. “Do you think that’s funny?”

      “Actually, I find a lot of this funny.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because I’m an odd woman.”

      “I figured that out.” Phil took an exaggerated look up and down the street before leveling a sober gaze at me. “I think you should come with me. You don’t want this to turn ugly in your pretty neighborhood, do you?”

      “I’m fine if you want to start shooting. This place could use some livening up. Do you know they actually invited me to a book club the other day? They actually want to read some artsy-fartsy book about feelings and blowing leaves. Bullets could only help that.”

      “It’s too bad you decided to be a reporter,” Phil said appraisingly. “You have a ruthless pragmatism that would come in handy if you worked for me.”

      “I couldn’t work for you.”

      “You might be surprised at how easy it really is.”

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s true. I don’t even like kids, but I couldn’t imagine leaving one behind in a fire like your buddy Kendra. Where is she, by the way?”

      Phil merely shook his head. “Don’t worry about her.”

      “I’m surprised she didn’t come with you. She seems the bloodthirsty sort.”

      “She has other duties,” Phil replied. “I wanted to handle you myself.”

      “I’m thrilled to have your personal attention.”

      “You probably won’t feel that way in five minutes.”

      “You might be surprised.” I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing when Phil furrowed his brow.

      “What’s going on? I … .” He trailed off at the sound of squealing tires, jerking his head to the left as a sheriff’s department cruiser lurched into view, lights flashing and sirens keening.

      I watched him for a long moment, recognizing the exact second Phil realized his world was about to drastically change. He slowly slid his gaze to me, his eyes so narrow he looked like a snake about to strike. “You did this.”

      I nodded.

      “You set me up.” Phil practically spat, he was so angry. “You knew I was coming and you called the sheriff.”

      “I did.” I gestured with my hands. “You should probably assume the position. I believe they’re more than willing to shoot if you put up a fight.”

      “Do you think this is funny?”

      “It’s not Caddyshack funny, but it’s not terrible.”

      “Hands up,” Derrick barked as he detached from the shadows behind the ornamental tree in my landscaping. “Don’t even think of reaching into your pockets.”

      Phil jerked back as if struck in the face. “What the … ?”

      “We were ready for you,” I explained. “You’re not just getting hit here either. The Domino Club is going down.”

      Phil’s face drained of color. “And you think you can hold me?”

      “I don’t think I can do anything,” I countered. “I’m not a cop. Do I think the sheriff’s department can hold you? Yeah. I’m going to guess they’ve been preparing for this for a long time.”

      “They have nothing on me.” Phil’s false bravado was on full display, but there was doubt in his voice.

      “I think you’re going to be surprised by exactly how wrong you are.” I took a step away from the door and retreated into the house as the sheriff’s deputies converged on Phil’s car. They were screaming for the people in the car to hand over their weapons and surrender. I didn’t need to see the rest of it. I was done … and happy to finally put it behind me. “I wish you well in prison.”

      “I’m not going to prison,” Phil was adamant. “I’m beyond all of this.”

      “I think that’s only true in your head. Good luck, though.” I cringed when Derrick grabbed the back of Phil’s coat and shoved him roughly toward the car, forcing his head down so he could control the man’s hands and slip them into cuffs. “Have a nice night in the county jail.” I waved before closing the door.

      Eliot was still on the floor when I glanced down, his face a mask of emotions I couldn’t quite identify.

      “So … how about those brownies?” I suggested.

      He pursed his lips and nodded. “I could eat a brownie. But what about your story? Aren’t you going to file that first?”

      “I’m going to type up some notes and send them to Marvin, but that will be the limit of my involvement.”

      Eliot cocked a dubious eyebrow. “Really?”

      I nodded. “I’m on vacation.”

      “But this is your story.”

      “It seems that seeing it play out was enough. I can let the rest of it go.”

      Eliot ran his tongue over his teeth before responding. “That’s kind of a relief. I wasn’t sure you would ever be capable of letting something like this go.”

      I knew it was a relief. That was exactly why I decided to do what was right for him rather than me. If I had my druthers I’d be standing on the lawn firing questions at the mobsters as they were shackled and taken into custody. Surprisingly enough, I was fine walking away from the story.

      There was an odd lightness to my shoulders I couldn’t quite identify. “I told you I could let it go.”

      “And I stand corrected … and impressed.”

      I let loose a sly grin before something occurred to me. “Where is your mother? I forgot she was even here. Did Jake lock her in the upstairs bedroom?”

      “He sent her to be with your mother,” Eliot replied, extending a hand so I could help him to his feet. “I believe there was talk of Mom spending the night there, just to be on the safe side.”

      I brightened considerably. “So … we have the house to ourselves?”

      “Just you, me and the brownies.”

      That was without a doubt the best offer I’d had all day. “Where are we going to get these brownies? Are we making them ourselves?”

      “I thought we’d order in.”

      “Good plan.”

      “Definitely.” Eliot nodded. “Hey, Avery?”

      “What?”

      “You did well. You didn’t run your mouth and you didn’t rush headlong into danger. You played it cool and calm. I’m proud.”

      “That’s nice. I kind of wish I had mouthed off just a little bit, though. It wasn’t nearly as much fun as I thought it would be.”

      “You’ll know better for next time.”

      “Definitely. Now … about those brownies?”

      “I’ll place the order.”

      “I’ll fill the tub and get the bubbles.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”
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